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1. Executive summary 
 

 
The most inappropriate response would be to delude ourselves, taking small actions 
that create an appearance of action, but which do not solve the problem. 
 

Professor Ross Garnaut 
 
As the peak independent coordinating body of the social and community services sector, the 
Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) raises awareness of the existence, causes and 
effects of poverty and inequality and advocates for the development of a sustainable, fair 
and equitable society. As well as promoting the wellbeing of those experiencing 
disadvantage and contributing to initiatives seeking to create a more just society, VCOSS 
provides a strong, non-partisan voice for the community sector. 
 
VCOSS works together with its members on issues such as poverty and inequality and 
ensures that community resources and services are available and affordable. VCOSS 
promotes community participation as well as strengthening the value of citizenship in our 
community. 
 
VCOSS welcomes the Victorian Climate Change Green Paper (Green Paper) and 
forthcoming White Paper as an opportunity for Victoria to step up to the challenge of climate 
change. VCOSS also welcomes the identification of climate change as a central policy 
priority for the Victorian Government within the Action for Victoria’s Future framework. It is 
time to move climate change from the periphery to the centre of policy development and 
decision making.  
 
Action going forward on climate change must address equity challenges to determine:  
 

how we can distribute the burdens of mitigation of, and adaptation to, climate 
change, overtime, between countries and among citizens in ways that are widely 
recognised as being fair—for reasons of equity, and to provide a sound domestic and 
international political foundation for sustained and effective policy effort over long 
periods.1 

 
Investment and policy decisions taken today will determine how prepared Victoria is to 
equitably and effectively meet the steep emissions reductions pathway ahead and the 
increasingly harsh climate we will experience. Meeting this challenge involves both 
substantial policy and legislative change, as well as significant and ongoing investment in 
climate change mitigation, adaptation and structural adjustment. Victoria has in the past led 
the way on many aspects of climate change policy – VCOSS urges the Victorian 
Government to maintain this focus on leadership, innovation and equity going forward. 
 
VCOSS‟ submission provides a response to the overall goals and directions of the Green 
Paper, including the role of the Victorian Government, as well as responding to and 
providing preferred policy options in a number of areas discussed in the Green Paper based 
on consultation with our members and stakeholders (see Appendix A). 
 
VCOSS is particularly focussed on ensuring that the Victorian Climate Change White Paper 
(the White Paper): 
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 supports a generational shift in Victorian infrastructure, built environment and 
essential services such as energy, water, health and transport  to support the 
equitable achievement of steeper emissions reduction and resilience to a harsher 
climate; 

 proactively addresses inequalities in the impacts of climate change on the health, 
employment and wellbeing of low income and vulnerable Victorians with a particular 
focus on rural and regional communities;   

 builds resilience in communities vulnerable to climate change; 

 proactively addresses the barriers low income households and people in vulnerable 
communities face in adapting to climate change, as well as reducing their exposure 
to increased costs of essential goods and services; 

 prioritises policy directions  which have multiple environmental and social benefits in 
addition to economic benefits; and 

 acknowledges and supports the role of the community sector in community 
resilience, transition and responding to emergencies. 

 

2.  An equitable response to climate change 
 
Victoria is on the front line of climate change, facing water scarcity, longer and more severe 
droughts, heatwaves and greater risks of bushfire and floods.2 Climate change is already 
impacting on Victoria and, if our current emissions trajectory continues, we risk a situation 
well within the lifetime of many Victorians where the basics of our wellbeing, including our 
food and water supplies, will be under threat.  
 
As the state with the most carbon intensive energy supply, Victoria is also highly exposed to 
the costs of essential structural adjustment. The longer we delay action on climate change 
the more severe climate impacts on our communities will be and the higher the cost.  
 
The impacts of climate change and the costs of action and adaptation are already and will 
continue to be unevenly distributed across Victoria. Low income earners and disadvantaged 
communities are likely to be affected first and worst.  
 
The White Paper offers an opportunity to coordinate actions to address climate change 
across government, revise and recalibrate policy directions in light of this challenge and set 
out a series of short, medium and long term actions which the Victorian Government can 
take to ensure socially equitable transition to a low carbon society and adaptation to a 
harsher climate. 
 
VCOSS welcomes the whole-of-government approach to Victorian climate change policy 
outlined in the Green Paper and recognises that getting to this point reflects unprecedented 
engagement in climate change issues across all areas of government.  
 
Climate change, like no other issue, will require an engaged, motivated, informed and 
empowered community. While the public consultation process surrounding the Green Paper 
has been extensive, there have been a number of limitations to achieving effective and 
transparent stakeholder input including: 
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 the framing of the Green Paper around broad policy directions which has not 
provided an opportunity for community or stakeholder consultation on specific policy 
options;  

 lack of clarity about the timeframe of the White Paper; and 

 lack of clarity about the  relationship of the White Paper  to other Victorian policy 
documents and policy processes. 

 
VCOSS recommends further opportunities for the Victorian Government to hear and 
incorporate the views of stakeholders on specific policies which are developed for inclusion 
in the White Paper. 
 
Our knowledge about the risks of climate change and its likely impacts on Victoria will 
continue to evolve. It is essential that the White Paper includes a review timetable to allow 
refinement of policies and directions in light of new information, impacts or changing policy 
contexts at the international and national level. This review process will need to support 
genuine stakeholder consultation and input. 

 

3. Goals, priorities and policy direction  
 
The White Paper offers an important opportunity to define the goals and directions of 
Victorian action on climate change. Victoria should continue to be a leader, not a follower – 
demonstrating that just, effective action on climate change is possible. 
 
Victorian action on climate change sits both within a national and international context. We 
can not afford to ignore that we sit within a world with extreme disparities in resource use 
and responsibility for the situation we are all facing. Simultaneously, we must also recognise 
that Victorians face very different impacts from climate change and have very different 
capacities to respond.  
 
We must act in the long term interest of us all but this cannot at the expense of the most 
vulnerable. Our goals, priorities and plans to address climate change must be based on this 
understanding and seek to provide opportunities and remove barriers to action and adaption 
for all Victorians. This will be essential to avoid the potential divisiveness of action on climate 
change between country and city, wealthy and poor households, well resourced and 
relatively disadvantaged communities. 
 
VCOSS commends the commitment to equity and addressing the disproportionate impacts 
of climate change across the Victorian community demonstrated in the Green Paper, in 
particular through the goal to “help ensure vulnerable communities are not further 
disadvantaged as a result of climate change”. This commitment to supporting and building 
the resilience of low income and disadvantaged households, and of communities facing 
more severe climate change impacts, will be vital going forward.  
 
Goals to reduce the impacts of Government operations, through incorporating climate 
change in decision making (Goal 10) and supporting communities adjust to a carbon price 
and a changing climate (Goals 4 and 5) are also welcomed. 
 
VCOSS recommends however, that several goals outlined in the Green Paper be 
strengthened. Policy goals within the White Paper need to more clearly articulate the scale 
of the emissions reduction challenge that we face and the critical role of the Victorian 
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Government in not just managing risks to our infrastructure and communities, but also 
proactively transforming  them to support both emissions reduction and adaptation. 
 
In particular, VCOSS considers the following as critical goals for Victoria in acting on climate 
change: 
 

 reducing greenhouse gas emissions at the speed and to the extent necessary to 
prevent dangerous climate change; and  

 ensuring that Victoria‟s infrastructure, built environment and service systems support 
emissions reduction required and function effectively in a harsher climate.  

 
VCOSS also recommends that the priorities articulated in the Green Paper be developed to 
more adequately reflect the scale of action required and the responsibility of the Victorian 
Government in leading and supporting the Victorian community through this period of 
substantial change.  
 
VCOSS commends the priority to “establish future-focused transport, planning and building 
systems to support a low emissions future and accommodate a changed climate” and 
strongly agrees that decisions made in this area now will determine Victoria‟s capacity to 
meet steeper emissions reduction pathways in the future along with our capacity to adapt to 
climate change. VCOSS recommends the extension of this priority across other areas of 
government responsibility including health and community services, public housing and 
education. 
 
The Government priority to “help vulnerable regions, businesses and communities adjust to 
a carbon price, particularly the Latrobe Valley” is positive and VCOSS welcomes this 
commitment to an equitable transition to a low carbon society.  
 
However, VCOSS recommends that an additional priority is required to reflect the growing 
need to support adaptation in communities and industries vulnerable to climate change, 
including communities affected by the impacts of ongoing drought. 

 

4. Choosing between different policy ‘levers’: criteria for policy 
priority 

 
The Green Paper outlines five criteria by which climate change policy options will be 
evaluated including „policy efficiency‟ and „policy effectiveness‟. VCOSS strongly 
recommends the inclusion of an additional „policy equity‟ criterion which would encompass a 
commitment to social equity and to ensuring that Victorian climate change policies do not 
adversely affect, and indeed improve, social inclusion and health equality. This would also 
guide policies to address the inequitable distribution of the costs and risks associated with 
climate change and adaptive capacity in Victoria. 
 
VCOSS believes that policies which achieve multiple outcomes – in particular mitigation, 
adaption, adjustment and social benefits – need to be prioritised within the White Paper. The 
treatment of mitigation, adaptation and adjustment as separate activities risks ignoring  
substantial overlap between these objectives, especially in areas of Victorian Government 
responsibility, leading to policy thinking and decisions which are less effective.  
 
VCOSS is also concerned by the demonstrated potential for market based policies to lead to 
socially regressive outcomes, especially where applied to essential goods and services. The 
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cumulative cost impacts of a carbon price for example, will impact more substantially on 
those on lower incomes, who can least afford additional expenditure and have less capacity 
to respond to price signals.3 VCOSS would therefore caution the Victorian Government on 
relying too greatly on market based mechanisms to drive changes required and 
recommends that the White Paper include policy direction and priorities which acknowledge 
the substantial role of government in addressing these regressive impacts where they occur. 
„Levelling the playing field‟ through investment in accessible infrastructure and removing 
barriers to action can reduce these regressive impacts while providing substantial additional 
social benefits. For example, investing in public transport reduces the disproportionate 
impact of higher fuel prices on rural, regional and outer suburban communities.  

 

5. Role of the Victorian Government 
 
The climate change policy context has shifted substantially in recent years with stronger 
Federal Government leadership on the issue. As discussed in the Green Paper, Victoria‟s 
climate change actions will be strongly shaped by the national policy context. VCOSS 
acknowledges the difficulty of creating strong, equitable and effective state policy in the 
context of substantial uncertainty in the national policy context, in particular the delayed and 
complicated introduction of the proposed Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme (CPRS).  
 
However, VCOSS is concerned that the Green Paper currently couples Victorian 
Government action on climate change too closely to proposed national policy proposals 
which VCOSS believes inadequate and are insufficient to drive the changes required. This is 
due to: 
 

 the inadequacy of the  national emissions reduction target; 

 inadequacies within the design of the CPRS which do not recognise or cumulatively 
account for voluntary emissions reduction and risk locking in a low emissions 
reduction „ceiling‟; and 

 lack of incentive within the CPRS to drive industry transition within Australia due to 
lack of restrictions on international offsets, which also risks inequitable impacts on 
vulnerable communities internationally, and failure to link industry compensation to 
efficiency improvements. 

 
VCOSS recommends that the Victorian Government has a critical role in advocating to the 
federal government for effective action on climate change that will achieve an equitable 
transition for all Victorians rather than supporting the unsustainable status quo.  
 
The proposed national short term emissions reduction targets of 5 – 25 per cent by 2020 (on 
2000 levels) do not reflect current evidence about the degree of emissions reduction 
required to reduce the risk of dangerous climate change. Given that this should be the 
primary aim of action on climate change, VCOSS joins Environment Victoria, the Municipal 
Association of Victoria (MAV) and the Victorian Local Governance Association amongst 
many others in urging the Victorian Government to advocate for a national target which 
reflects scientific understanding of the urgency and severity of the risks we face from climate 
change. VCOSS also advocates for inclusion of stronger targets to guide state based 
climate change policy within the proposed Climate Change Bill (see section 6.1 below).    
 
As discussed in the Green Paper, the Victorian Government has primary responsibility for 
adaptation to climate change and regional structural adjustment in Victoria. However, 
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VCOSS believes that the Victorian Government also has a more substantial leadership role 
in mitigation than currently reflected in the Green Paper due to: 
 

 Victoria‟s vulnerability to climate change should mitigation fail and the costs to the 
state of subsequent adaptation; 

 the need to set Victoria on the best possible pathway to equitably and efficiently meet 
future higher emissions reduction targets; and 

 the need to not only address emissions reduction in areas currently excluded from 
the CPRS but also to proactively pursue emissions reduction in areas which carry 
additional benefits to the Victorian community and will assist in meeting the 
Government‟s stated social policy objectives. 

 
VCOSS is encouraged by Council of Australian Government (COAG)  commitments to 
address building and product efficiency through the National Strategy for Energy Efficiency, 
including mandatory disclose of property efficiency, energy efficiency standards for products 
and new properties and commitments to improving efficiency in government business.4 
 
VCOSS encourages the Victorian Government to maintain a position of leadership in COAG 
policy development and to continue to lift the bar by building on national directions with 
additional action at the state level.  
 
VCOSS agrees that the Victorian Government has responsibility for “managing adaptation 
issues specific to Victoria‟s circumstances and jurisdiction”, but suggests that this extends to 
adequately supporting and resourcing local government and the community sector to meet 
additional costs and demands resulting from climate change. 

 

5. Making decisions in a time of climate change 
 
Climate change is an issue which cuts across all policy areas, and all levels of government. 
Effective and equitable decision making in response to climate change requires strong, clear 
and consistent decision making frameworks and governance structures which reflect the 
need for integration of responses across policy areas. 

5.1 Climate Change Bill 
 
The proposed Climate Change Bill provides an opportunity to legislate processes and goals 
to guide policy decision making across government as well an opportunity to make a number 
of necessary policy changes to address climate change in areas such as planning and 
housing. 
 
It is essential that the proposed Climate Change Bill includes equity criteria in decision 
making as outlined above (section 4). In addition, the proposed Climate Change Bill also 
needs to ensure that Victorian climate change policies are aligned to achieve emissions 
reductions at the rate required to guarantee the best chance of avoiding the most serious 
impacts of climate change and to ensure that Victoria is in the best possible position to meet 
this challenge. 
 
VCOSS commends the Victorian Government‟s commitment within the Green Paper to 
advocate for a more ambitious and responsible longer term national emissions reduction 
target of at least 80 per cent by 2050 (on 2000 levels).  VCOSS is concerned however, that 
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the equitable and efficient achievement of this target will be jeopardised if the currently 
inadequate proposed national target of 5 – 25 per cent reduction by 2020 (on 2000 levels) is 
used to guide Victorian decision making. Rather than proactively positioning Victoria to 
successfully manage the changes required, such a low short term target risks delaying 
critical changes to Victoria‟s built environment, infrastructure and service systems.  
 
Given that the Victorian Government has clearly indicated a position to abandon a legislated 
state based emissions reduction target given the likely introduction of a legislated national 
target closely linked to an emissions trading scheme, VCOSS recommends that a 
mechanism be developed to ensure that a more ambitious and proactive short term 
emissions reduction target guide Victoria Government decision making and investment.  

5.2 Who gets a say? 
 
While the Climate Change Bill will frame and guide Victorian Government decision making, 
the continued capacity to engage, involve and empower communities and stakeholders will 
be critical going forward on this complex policy challenge. 
 
In particular, it is important to ensure that the views and voices of those who face the 
greatest impacts from climate change are meaningfully included in decision making at all 
levels of government. VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include frameworks and 
resources which support involvement of diverse communities and their representatives in 
decision making in a timely, informed manner respectful of barriers to participation that 
different parts of the Victorian community experience. This is particularly important in the 
context of local transition planning. 

5.3 Supporting effective local planning and decision making: the role of partnerships  
 
Strong and effective networks and partnerships across government and at the local level are 
essential to adequately respond to complex and multi-faceted policy problems such as 
climate change. Local partnerships such as Primary Care Partnerships (PCPs), Transport 
Connections projects, regional Greenhouse Alliances and networks such as the Whittlesea 
Community Futures Group already play a critical role in supporting effective local responses 
to climate change. This includes increasing community involvement and local input into 
climate change vulnerability assessments and adaptation plans, heatwave planning and 
emergency planning and response and health promotion. For example, the Southern 
Grampians and Glenelg Primary Care Partnership has developed a local climate change 
adaptation framework outlining a range of locally relevant activities and directions to support 
adaptation to climate change in the context of social and demographic shifts in the region.5 
In other context, community sector organisations involved in bushfire response in early 2009 
emphasised the value of the Whittlesea Community Futures Group in supporting an effective 
local response and greater coordination between local government and the community 
sector.  
 
Effective networks such as these require ongoing coordination and resourcing to be 
effective. The Victorian Government has an important role in funding these networks, and 
supporting local government, to ensure that local, effective and inclusive decision making 
structures are in place to respond to climate change.  
 

6. Supporting adjustment to change: community resilience 
 
A number of Victorian communities are facing significant additional impacts from climate 
change, including communities affected by drought, water scarcity, industry change and 
greater risk of flood and fires. Members of these communities who are already 
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disadvantaged will be most at risk. Inclusive and equitable transition planning with a focus 
on sustainable employment and access to quality services will be critical in ensuring that 
these communities can adapt to a harsher climate. 
 
 VCOSS commends the recognition of the vital importance of building community resilience 
within the Green Paper. Throughout VCOSS consultations for this submission the message 
has clearly come across that communities which are resilient and have access to basic and 
essential services will be better equipped to cope with climate change and will have greater 
capacity to make the most of opportunities. Conversely, concerns were raised about 
persistent inequalities across Victoria in access to basic services such as public transport, 
health and mental health, affordable quality childcare as well as communications 
infrastructure like broadband internet and mobile phone coverage especially in outer 
suburban, rural and regional communities.  
 
Addressing these inequalities and ensuring access to basic services for all Victorians will put 
us on the most sustainable path to manage both the impacts of climate change and the 
transition to a low carbon society. 
 
VCOSS commends the prioritisation of these issues in the draft strategic directions for 
regional Victoria included in the discussion paper Provincial Victoria: directions for the next 
decade.6 These include a focus on improving service access, community infrastructure and 
better public transport connections for regional centres and rural towns.   
 
The White Paper should include broad policy frameworks which support investment in 
resilience over the long term in line Victorian Government policies to ensure a fairer Victoria. 
These need to be accompanied by strategies and immediate investment on the ground to 
support service capacity, address skills shortages and provide support to communities 
already experiencing the effects of climate change. 

6.1 Supporting communities affected by drought 
 
Drought is a „slow burn crisis‟ which affects individuals, families and communities. VCOSS 
members have consistently communicated to us strength and creativity of rural communities 
under stress but also the erosion of community hope and capacity as the drought has 
persisted and the anxiety that the spectre of longer term climatic changes creates in rural 
communities.  
 
Victorian qualitative research on the impacts of drought supports the observations of the 
community sector identifying trends including that: 
 

virtually all farming families are eating into their physical, financial and 
personal/emotional reserves to cope with the drought and will continue to need to do 
so if drought continues.7 

 
This research also points to the widespread effects of drought throughout communities 
which persist long after drought has officially „broken‟.8  
 
The mental health impacts of drought combined with existing rural adjustment trends can be 
profound. The stress and uncertainty of drought conditions, and the emotional impact of crop 
and stock losses lead to increased levels of depression and anxiety for farming families and 
indeed, whole communities. Financial impacts flow through communities and community 
members who do not identify as „low income‟ or „welfare recipients‟ increasingly need to 
access financial and social support services through Centrelink, emergency relief providers 
and health services.9  
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The impacts of drought on young people are exacerbated with limited access to services 
and employment opportunities in rural areas.10 Education pathways for young people may be 
disrupted and there is some evidence that rural young people in drought affected areas may 
also constrain or delay their tertiary education in response to economic hardship caused by 
drought.11 
 
In the context of ongoing drought and the impacts of climate change, approaches to drought 
policy are moving from crisis response to a recognition of longer term climatic changes.12 It 
is critical that the White Paper recognises both the ongoing changes required to support 
rural communities in a changing climate, while also acknowledging that additional immediate 
responses are required due to the effects of unprecedented drought over the last decade.     
 
At the end of the 2008-09 financial year, the Victorian Government chose not to re-fund 
drought counsellor or drought coordinator positions despite ongoing drought and low rainfall 
during 2009 in many areas. These positions had developed innovative models to engage 
people in rural communities facing barriers to accessing existing services, as well as being 
an important additional resource for communities experiencing ongoing stress and change.   
 
Responses to build community resilience or support communities under stress are often 
funded in an ad hoc and short term manner. This directly undermines the benefits of this 
work as the loss of valued staff due to job insecurity or the end of contacts loses the equally 
valuable established relationships, trust and understanding generated through the project. 
The loss of drought counselling positions across the state is an example of this short-sighted 
funding model. VCOSS recommends that primary support positions such as these be 
recurrently funded in communities experiencing ongoing drought and water scarcity.  
 
There is significant variation in the ways the different communities, and parts of 
communities, best deal with ongoing stress and significant change. VCOSS members 
comment on the different support needs of rural men and women, young people, older 
people and people from different industries who experience the effects of drought in different 
ways. Flexible funding supports diverse and locally initiated responses to support community 
capacity at times of stress which can better reflect the current needs of communities.13 
These responses can build on and complement existing highly valued capacity building 
programs such as Men‟s Sheds.  
 
VCOSS recommends that flexible funds be allocated through the White Paper to local 
communities to build community resilience on the ground. 

6.2 Upgrading community facilities and infrastructure 
 
Community meeting places, neighbourhood houses, local service delivery spaces and 
recreational facilities are critical resources which support local capacity and connectedness 
and are a vital source of community information. These activities are crucial in supporting 
effective and empowered community responses to climate change and in supporting 
communities to adapt.  
 
Victorian Government investment in the efficiency of neighbourhood houses through the 
Greener Houses Growing Greener Neighbourhoods project in north east Melbourne 
demonstrates the potential of community facilities to build local knowledge and support the 
ongoing sustainability of community activities and services. 
 
Climate change will increasingly impact on community facilities, especially in drought 
affected rural areas. The vital importance of maintaining sustainable rural sporting and other 
facilities cannot be overstated and is mentioned as a concern by VCOSS members.  
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Funding administered through the Department of Planning and Community Development 
(DPCD) is already supporting investment to make these facilities climate change ready but 
more funding will be required in the future. 
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include a substantial investment in upgrading the 
quality of community facilities to better meet the twin challenges of reducing emissions and 
increasing community resilience.  

6.3 Understanding and communicating the impacts of climate change and building 
resilience to act 

 
The role of the Victorian Government as a provider of information to businesses, 
communities and households is identified throughout the Green Paper. While the 
Department of Sustainability and Environment has produced a range of valuable information 
detailing state wide and regional impacts of climate change, this information does not 
adequately capture the interaction of physical climatic changes with social, demographic and 
economic trends.  It will be critical to bring together this information to inform policy 
development and decision making at local and state levels, ideally through established and 
accessible information sources and tools such as Community Indicators Victoria.  
 
More detailed case study based information which develops understanding of  how climate 
change is already impacting on different communities across the state is essential to guide 
investment and planning, as well as individual decision making. VCOSS supports the 
extension of current DPCD work in this area.  
 
The Victorian Government also has a role in communicating successful and unsuccessful 
models and examples of action to reduce emissions and adapt to climate change impacts. 
Dissemination of this knowledge and lessons learnt from experience can increase the 
effectiveness of future action and reduce the tendency to reinvent the wheel.14  
 
Information provided to communities to assist in decision making must be accessible to all 
community members though provision in alternative formats and community languages and 
distribution through local networks in addition to online availability.  
 
Victoria‟s diverse community holds much expertise in living better with less environmental 
impact. Activities to promote the sharing of this knowledge between rural and urban 
communities, older and younger people and diverse cultural communities not only increases 
knowledge of strategies  for action but in itself builds and strengthens communities.  
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include strategies and funding to support 
knowledge sharing across the Victorian community. 

 

7. A fair transition to a new economy: green jobs and green skills 
 
VCOSS commends the recognition within the Green Paper of the need to support workers 
affected by industry transition as a result of climate change policies – in particular for 
workers in the energy generation sector. Less support is evident for workers in industries 
affected by climate change itself. There will be a growing need to provide transitional support 
for workers and communities dependent on tourism, agriculture and other industries 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change.  
 
Green skills programs should be targeted to reach parts of the population facing barriers to 
employment in addition to existing workers in industries under stress from climate change 
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and structural adjustment. Community sector organisations providing existing supported 
employment and transition programs will be important partners in this process. Models such 
as the Energy and Water Taskforce demonstrate the potential to link employment and skill 
development with social and environmental outcomes. 
 
To support transition into new green industries, the Victorian Government needs to 
adequately subsidise training places. Emerging directions in the Skilling Victoria reforms, 
including the introduction of higher fees for additional qualifications, may disadvantage 
Victorians seeking to retrain to diversify their income or move into new industries as an 
adaptive response to climate change.  
 
VCOSS recommends that the strategies to build and support green jobs in Victoria contain 
strategies to ensure that jobs in emerging green industries are located in areas which face 
job losses as a result of climate change and target people facing barriers to employment.  

 

8. Built environment 
 
VCOSS commends the focus within the Green Paper on reducing emissions from Victoria‟s 
built environment, and the recognition of the role of Victorian Government in driving this 
change through planning policy and regulation of building standards.  
 
National COAG commitments to higher standards for new buildings are crucial to ensure that 
our future housing stock supports energy efficiency and resilience to both high energy and 
water costs and extreme weather.  
 
However, retrofitting our existing housing stock, which will remain the majority of housing for 
decades to come, will be critical in both reducing emissions and ensuring that poor quality 
housing does not increase health risks from climate change, in particular heatwaves. 
 
Transforming Victoria‟s built environment is a long term strategy – one which needs to be 
started now. The Victorian Government urgently needs to revise planning directions to bring 
them into line with a proactive and responsible approach to climate change. Key VCOSS 
priorities for inclusion in the White Paper are: 
 

 phased introduction of minimum rental standards; 

 upgrading Victorian Government owned social housing to these standards; 

 maintaining, not expanding, the urban growth boundary; and 

 strengthening planning provisions to ensure that new development areas have better 
and earlier access to public transport, social infrastructure and services. 

8.1 Standards for rental properties 
 
Low income households are twice as likely to live in rental properties. While 26 per cent of 
Victoria‟s housing (approximately 514,000 households) are rental properties15 almost 50 per 
cent of low income households are renting.16  Rental housing stock is typically older and of a 
poorer quality than other housing stock.  The vulnerability people living on low income to 
increases in energy and water costs, and their over-representation in rental housing mean 
that upgrading Victoria‟s rental housing stock should be an urgent priority in an equitable 
response to climate change.  
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Voluntary and incentive based measures have proved unreliable means to improve housing 
standards and household energy efficiency, particularly for low income tenant households 
who need it most. For example, since July 2008, Sustainability Victoria made rebates for 
insulation available to households including to landlords where tenants are directly 
responsible for the energy bills.17 In a survey conducted of insulation recipients only 12 per 
cent of those surveyed were tenant households.18   
 
The ineffectiveness of voluntary programs reflects the split incentive that exists where 
landlords do not accrue the ongoing benefits of retrofitting measures as the cost benefits of 
efficiency are accrued by the tenant. The actions that tenants can take to reduce their 
energy use are limited to purchasing more efficient appliances, as the Victorian Residential 
Tenancies Act 1997 prohibits them from making alterations to their property without their 
landlords consent and there is little incentive to invest in a property over which they have no 
security of tenure. In addition, tenants living on low incomes have extremely limited access 
to the capital required to make investments in energy and water efficiency. 
 
To address this issue and ensure the improved efficiency of rental properties in Victoria, 
VCOSS proposes that the Victorian Government amend the Residential Tenancies Act 1997 
to introduce minimum standards for the energy efficiency, safety and amenity of all rental 
property. A detailed discussion of this position is outlined in VCOSS‟ forthcoming policy 
position paper A future focussed housing standard.  

8.2 Investing in upgrading public and social housing 
 
The Victorian Government is responsible for the maintenance of social housing properties 
throughout Victoria including public housing, emergency housing, managed community and 
disability housing. Improving the energy and water efficiency, as well as the safety of these 
properties to ensure that tenants are protected from extreme weather and have reduced 
exposure to higher energy costs should be a Victorian Government priority.  
 
To ensure that social housing in Victoria can be rapidly improved to meet minimum 
standards, VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include a one-off public and 
community housing renewal fund to sell, demolish or upgrade public and community housing 
over a 10-year period.  
 
The introduction of six star standards for new buildings under the National Energy Efficiency 
Strategy will ensure that new social housing will be more efficient. However, older properties 
purchased by the Victorian Government as social housing should be brought up to the 
proposed minimum rental standards before they are leased. 

8.3 Planning for diverse, resilient and connected communities 
 
VCOSS has had a long standing interest and involvement in planning policy, in particular the 
development, implementation and review of Melbourne 2030 and more recently, proposals 
to extend the urban growth boundary. We have consistently raised concerns about the 
ineffective implementation of policies designed to contain urban sprawl and guarantee the 
integrated planning and delivery of transport and services to new development areas.  
 
VCOSS opposes the proposed expansion of the urban growth boundary and is concerned 
that this recent policy direction directly contradicts the stated intentions outlined in the Green 
Paper which emphasise that “significant emissions reductions can be delivered by planning 
for communities and developments to be more energy efficient and encouraging more 
compact cities and towns”.  
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Climate change and its related costs will exacerbate the impacts of failure to provide public 
transport and social infrastructure to new communities in growth areas.19 Communities 
without access to local employment and services and minimal community infrastructure will 
be less resilient to higher fuel costs and have reduced capacity to support adaptation.20  
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper, and the Climate Change Bill, maintain the urban 
growth boundary and commit to enforcement and strengthening of planning policy to ensure 
that residents of new communities do not face disproportionately high costs as a result of 
climate change and climate change policies.   
 

9. Transport 
 
Moving forward in a time of climate change, Victoria will require a transport system that 
allows all Victorians to choose low carbon transport options that work effectively in more 
extreme weather. 
 
The Victorian Transport Plan has outlined directions in transport planning for Victoria with a 
relatively strong focus on public and active transport. However, transport decisions and 
planning can no longer be made independently of our knowledge of climate change impacts 
and the emissions reduction challenges we face. The Victorian Transport Plan needs to be 
revisited in light of changing priorities to ensure that public and active transport projects and 
expenditure are prioritised and enhanced.  
 
The Federal Government proposes offsetting the additional costs of the CPRS on transport 
fuel for the first three years of the scheme. This provides a window of opportunity to ensure 
that quality transport alternatives are in place to ensure that low income Victorians, are able 
to reduce their transport costs. These choices are simply not available to Victorians living in 
many outer suburban communities, rural and regional areas.  
 
Increasing vehicle efficiency and encouraging higher vehicle occupancy are important to 
reduce emissions from the Victorian car fleet. Bringing Australian vehicle efficiency 
standards up to world‟s best practice is a critical response to climate change which also, 
over time, reduces the costs of mobility. Investing in public transport however delivers triple 
benefits by increasing social inclusion, reducing emissions through mode shift and further 
reducing emissions through reducing road congestion.  

9.1 A public transport system for the future 
 
Reprioritising the Victorian Transport Plan in the light of climate change includes building on 
a number of important directions including: 
 

 continuing to improve bus connections between rural towns and regional centres to 
ensure access to services, employment and education - as well as enabling access 
to the intercity regional transport system;  

 continuing to expand higher frequency public transport services to all regional 
centres beyond the regional fast rail network including Shepparton, Bairnsdale, 
Horsham, Portland, Swan Hill and Mildura to increase flexibility in employment, 
access to education and support regional tourism; 

 increased investment in outer suburban bus services with minimum metropolitan 
service standards of at least 30 minute frequencies and extended hours of operation; 
and 
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 bringing forward the roll out of orbital Smartbus routes and extending these service 
standards to additional key routes. 

 
In addition, a number of urgent priorities above and beyond the Victorian Transport Plan 
need to be addressed in response to climate change. These include: 
 

 prioritising extension of the metropolitan rail network to established suburbs such as 
Deer Park and Ardeer; and  

 making better use of existing transport resources including the school bus network to 
provide rural transport links with an initial priority on ensuring access to VET, VCAL 
and TAFE students. 

 
Continuing to invest in infrastructure to support public transport use such as footpaths, 
platform shelters and ongoing investment in the accessibility of the public transport system 
are all important to remove barriers public transport use. 
 
Relatively small investment in footpaths for example can improve access to the public 
transport system, builds on investment of accessible bus stops as well as encouraging 
walking to local destinations. The RACV has estimated that there are 198 high use bus 
stops in outer Melbourne which don‟t connect to footpaths and proposes a $6.4 million 
investment to connect footpaths to „high use‟ stops.21   
 
VCOSS supports RACV‟s proposal for investment in footpaths and recommends that the 
White Paper include an expanded program of investment in measures to remove barriers to 
public transport use. 

9.2 Investment in active transport 
 
Investment in walking and cycling through the Victorian Transport Plan and the Victorian 
Cycling Strategy has provided a good foundation for active transport options but is largely 
focussed on the inner city where cycling infrastructure is already well developed. Connecting 
outer suburban and regional communities to key local destinations remains an important 
priority to support active transport choices for Victorians facing greater increases in transport 
costs. 
 
The White Paper is an opportunity to direct additional planning and funding to walking and 
cycling infrastructure in communities who face disproportionately higher transport costs and 
currently have few alternatives to car use. 

 

10. Emergency management and emergency services 
 
The frequency and severity of extreme weather including bushfires, storms and floods, are 
predicted to increase substantially over the following decades due to the impacts of climate 
change.22 As was so tragically demonstrated in the close proximity of the January 2009 
heatwave and the 2009 Victorian bushfires, a hotter, drier and windier Victorian climate 
increases the likelihood of multiple emergencies occurring simultaneously and across larger 
geographic areas. Multiple events of this type have a cumulative impact on the capacity of 
emergency, health and community services.  
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The 2009 bushfires clearly demonstrated the need for improved planning, coordination, 
partnership and communication strategies at the local level and across government, for all 
types of emergencies. We need to develop better ways of managing more frequent and 
severe emergencies while minimising the risk for and impacts on those who are most 
vulnerable throughout our community.  
 
Disruption to „business as usual‟ in government and the community sector has created 
ripples of impact for vulnerable people throughout the Victorian community. It is hoped that 
future emergency responses which build on the knowledge gained from these bushfires will 
better equip Victoria to contain the impact of these emergencies with greater contingency 
planning.  
 
Victoria is in the middle of extensive and rapid review of Victoria‟s emergency management 
policies and systems following the 2009 bushfires through both the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 
Royal Commission (the Royal Commission) and internal policy review. VCOSS has been 
involved in a number of these processes including: 
 

 Victorian Bushfire Case Management Coordination Committee;  

 Victorian Bushfire Psychosocial Recovery Advisory Committee; and 

 State Social, Health and Community Recovery Planning Sub Committee. 

 
VCOSS has also undertaken a number of formal consultations focussing on the bushfires 
and emergency management with our members and the broader community sector in the 
preparation of a submission to the Royal Commission. Following a roundtable discussion in 
Melbourne in March 2009, VCOSS convened discussions in Traralgon and Whittlesea as 
well as undertaking ongoing consultation with individual member organisations throughout 
the state. Recommendations in this submission are drawn from the issues emerging from 
these discussions. 
 
VCOSS welcomes the recognition within the Green Paper of the social and economic 
impacts of emergency events on Victorian communities and the prioritisation of “helping 
Victorian communities (including vulnerable households) to become more resilient in the 
face of future emergencies”.  However, the Green Paper focuses heavily on emergency 
responses and personal preparedness and does not include sufficient focus on local 
planning, resources or recovery. 
 
Emergency management is best located at the local level – but requires strong overarching 
coordination, especially in the case of more widespread emergency events. The predictions 
of substantially increased frequency of extreme fire danger days and other extreme weather 
due to climate change has the potential to rapidly overrun local resources and capacity to 
adequately prepare and respond.  
 
Emergency management systems should be designed to ensure that all Victorians, including 
the most vulnerable, are prepared for emergencies, are supported during response and can 
access recovery efforts. Recovery strategies need to reflect the length and complexity of 
community recovery and ensure that capacity within community support systems is 
strengthened.  

10.1 Planning and local resources 
 
Emergency planning is critically important in strengthening the effectiveness of emergency 
responses. The capacity of local networks and the strength of local relationships are 
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particularly important for ensuring that vulnerable community members do not fall through 
the cracks. Including relevant community sector organisations in local level emergency 
planning is important to ensure that coordinated and inclusive responses can be 
implemented early following  emergencies. 
 
A stronger, more collaborative and coordinated approach to emergency management at the 
local level requires sufficient local resources going forward. Local governments vary 
significantly in the resources they have available to undertake this critical work.  
 
In order to undertake comprehensive and timely local emergency management planning that 
includes effective relationship building and coordination with local stakeholders including the 
community sector, VCOSS recommends that the Victorian Government funds the 
employment of full time emergency planning and recovery managers within local 
government in all high risk areas of Victoria.  
 
Recent directions in the development of new responses to bushfire emphasise the role of 
local relief centres as potential relocation points, information and service hubs prior to and 
during extreme weather. As the role of local relief centres expands, these facilities need to 
be upgraded to ensure that they are energy and water efficient, as well as fully accessible 
and appropriate for use by the whole community. VCOSS recommends upgrading 
nominated relief centres in each local government area. This could include investment in 
ramps, accessible toilets, insulation and heating and cooling. Investment in this infrastructure 
would also provide communities with additional fully accessible and future ready facilities for 
use year round.  
 
In more complex emergencies, which may occur across many local government areas, local 
level coordination and responses need to be adequately supported by overarching state 
level coordination. Centralised information management and logistics systems need to be 
collaboratively developed to support effective coordination of material donations and 
volunteers in the event of complex emergencies. Such systems would minimise duplication 
and confusion and ultimately help ensure that people affected receive a coordinated 
response. 

10.2 Warning and relocation for vulnerable members of our community 
 
Emergency warning systems need to communicate effectively and in a timely manner with 
the whole community – including people with a range of disabilities and culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) communities. Emergency warning systems need to be delivered 
in multiple formats to ensure that people with a range of disabilities, including hearing 
impairment, visual impairment and mobility difficulties, are able to make appropriate choices 
about evacuation. Policy changes initiated within government and resulting from the Royal 
Commission to improve coordination, communication, emergency procedures and recovery 
strategies are to be commended and funding to ensure that recommendations from these 
processes are translated into effective policy will be essential. 
 
VCOSS is concerned that relocation options for people with mobility impairments or those 
without access to a vehicle have not been adequately addressed in state or local 
government planning and that continued emphasis on local and individualised preparation 
and planning without adequate oversight may lead to ineffective use of available resources 
in the event of an emergency.  
 
People with mobility difficulties, as well as those who do not drive or have access to a 
vehicle, may require additional early warning in order to make timely and informed choices 
about relocation. In some cases evacuation through informal social networks may not be an 
option and alternatives must be readily available. The lack of access to wheelchair 
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accessible taxis and buses in some has also been raised as a concern as this may 
undermine the ability of people with disabilities to safely leave their property at a time of their 
choosing.  
 
 It is an urgent priority that supported relocation options are identified for people in this 
situation and arrangements adequately communicated to vulnerable members of the 
community. Assistance to coordinate and resource emergency relocation is critical and must 
be a central task of planning going forward.  Coordinated planning for the relocation of aged 
care and supported accommodation facilities is also an urgent priority, especially in areas 
where several facilities which may all require similar resources to evacuate are located.  

10.3 The role of the community sector in emergencies 
 
The response to the 2009 bushfires has clearly demonstrated the critical role of the 
community sector in all phases of emergency management.  
 
The impacts of the bushfires on community sector organisations have been profound – and 
warnings of increased frequency and severity of extreme weather in the future present 
further challenges to the capacity of the sector to meet community needs. 
 
Community sector organisations across Victoria diverted staff and resources to respond to 
the bushfires. This reduced the overall capacity of the sector through the relief and recovery 
phases of the bushfire response. In particular, the need to prioritise services to those directly 
affected by the bushfires restricted the capacity of some community services to meet the 
needs of the wider community. It is clearly important that people experiencing significant loss 
and trauma as a result of the bushfires receive all support they require, however it is 
important that one group of people in crisis is not prioritised over others also experiencing 
crisis.  
 
Robust emergency response frameworks that are able to quickly direct assistance and 
support where required will reduce the need to draw on the wider pool of overstretched crisis 
response and support services, such as emergency and public housing.  
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper acknowledge the vital role of the community 
sector in responding to emergencies and prioritises the development of policy which will 
ensure that capacity of the sector is able to be maintained both to meet the needs of 
affected communities but also to reduce the impacts of emergency events on the wider 
community.  

10.4 Better planning for and investment in recovery 
 
Community recovery from emergency events takes years – and impacts on emotional and 
social wellbeing continue long after the emergency event has passed. Effects are also felt by 
whole extended communities, not just those directly impacted. This is reflected in Victoria‟s 
psychosocial recovery framework, After the bushfires.23 While this framework lays out 
important principles to guide recovery, more detailed policies have yet to be developed.  
 
Recovery processes in Victoria need to be enhanced to unsure a stronger and more timely 
focus on community development and wider community support. In particular, VCOSS is 
concerned that policies are developed to ensure that capacity is maintained within 
community services following emergencies. Following the 2009 bushfires substantial 
resources were directed towards the employment of case managers. However, there has 
been very limited additional investment in the community services to which they are likely to 
refer for example drug and alcohol, family support, family violence and early childhood 
services in bushfire affected areas. As a consequence, local community services are 
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struggling to meet the additional workload both from the referral of bushfire affected 
individuals and families as well as the wider community.  
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper outline policy directions, and guarantee 
resources, to support long term psychosocial recovery following emergency events.  

 

11. Health and wellbeing 
 
VCOSS commends the focus within the Green Paper on the uneven distribution of health 
impacts of climate change across Victoria “reflecting differences in socio-economic 
circumstances, regional preparedness, infrastructure and local adaptation strategies” as well 
as the acknowledgement that greater health impacts are likely for people on low incomes 
and vulnerable population groups.   
 
VCOSS strongly suggests that responses to health impacts of climate change maintain this 
focus on health inequality and seek to address causes, as well as the symptoms, of adverse 
health impacts. 
Victoria‟s planning and response to heatwaves in particular requires this dual focus as 
increasingly severe temperatures interact with the quality of the built environment and the 
capacity of people to afford strategies to keep cool. Infrastructure failure associated with 
heatwaves and other extreme weather such as disruptions to power supplies and the public 
transport system also need to be taken into account in the design and implementation of 
responses. 
 
Equitably addressing the health impacts of climate change relies on: 
 

 a clear understanding of who in Victoria is most affected by climate change and why; 

 addressing known risk factors such as poor housing quality and inability to afford 
energy for cooling; 

 evaluating actions to address the health impacts on climate change to build an 
evidence base for effective policy; 

 ensuring that health and emergency services are able to function adequately in 
extreme weather; and 

 ensuring that resources are available on the ground in the short term to reduce the 
risks to the most vulnerable in our community.  

11.1 Research, evaluation and translation into policy 
 
While there is a growing international and national research base documenting and 
predicting the effects of climate change on human health, in Victoria we as yet have a poor 
understanding of localised impacts and effective responses. Further developing this local 
knowledge and evidence base is critical to guide state and local government policy 
responses as well as organisational and individual adaptation. 
 
The Victorian Government has invested in valuable research on health impacts of climate 
change and associated adaptation through the Our Environment Our Future: Sustainability 
Action Statement (2006) which is currently at scoping and design phase.  This work needs to 
be continued so that recommendations and outcomes of this investment in research can be 
translated into policy that will improve health outcomes for Victorians.  The Western 
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Australian Department of Health for example has developed a more advanced climate 
change and heath policy framework which identifies vulnerable population groups and 
communities, priorities for action and responsible agencies.24  
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper build on existing research into health impacts of 
climate change with a renewed focus on health inequalities and allocate funding to ensure 
that recommendations from this research are translated into policy. 

11.2 Heatwave   
 
Heatwaves are likely to become more common and more severe as the climate changes. 
The January 2009 heatwaves contributed to the death of at least 374 Victorians and placed 
unprecedented strain on our health system, energy and transport infrastructure.25 Heat 
related illness and mortality disproportionately affects older people however, people with 
disabilities, young children, people living with chronic illness and those with mental health 
issues are also more at risk.26 Many people in these vulnerability groups are often living on 
low incomes and in poor quality accommodation which exacerbates this risk. Low income 
and disadvantaged groups are less likely to have access to air conditioning and will have 
less capacity to „climate proof‟ their homes by installing insulation, shading and cooling 
systems making them more vulnerable to heat related illness and even death.27 This is 
especially true for low income people living in rental properties, temporary accommodation 
or low cost housing options such as caravans.  
 
Victoria is increasingly moving towards a preventative model of health to manage chronic 
health issues, especially in the context of an aging population, and this approach must form 
the basis of our response to heatwave. Addressing underlying issues of housing quality, 
energy affordability and access to efficient cooling are all critical aspects of a preventative 
policy response to heatwave (see sections 8 and 12). 
 
Building on this preventative base, responses to managing heatwave in Victoria needs to 
include: 
 

 accessible health promotion; 

 coordinated responses across state and local government and local service 
providers; 

 improved  health and emergency service system capacity; and 

 responses designed to reduce risks to most vulnerable groups including increased 
service provision where required.  

 
The development of local heatwave planning guidelines and the once-off funding of local 
governments‟ planning by has been an important step in building the capacity of local 
communities to respond. However, this planning is not mandatory, includes no minimum 
requirements and will not be evaluated against outcomes. Treating heatwaves as a 
designated emergency would increase capacity for response, ensure more consistent 
approaches across local government areas and better reflect the significance of impact 
across our community.  
 
VCOSS is also concerned that the roll out of local heatwave planning has not been 
accompanied by funding to support enhanced heatwave response to vulnerable members of 
the community at the local level who are likely to require additional support and services 
during heatwaves. VCOSS recommends that flexible funds are made available for local 
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government and community sector organisations to provide additional support services 
during heatwaves to the most vulnerable in communities.  
 
Building and disseminating practical knowledge about successful and unsuccessful 
responses to heatwave will support more effective local responses and reduce risks to 
vulnerable individuals. VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include funding for 
ongoing multi-stakeholder evaluation of the effectiveness of heatwave planning and 
interventions.   
 
All responses to heatwave need to be cognisant of occupational health and safety issues for 
workers and volunteers in extreme heat. VCOSS suggests that the White Paper include 
support for local governments and community organisations to undertake risk management 
planning to ensure that occupational health and safety issues associated with heatwave are 
addressed to ensure capacity to provide support to those most at risk during heatwaves.  

11.3 Mental health 
 
VCOSS supports the focus on mental health within the Green Paper. As outlined in section 
6.1 of this submission, mental health impacts from the stress of ongoing drought are evident 
and are likely to continue as climate change contributes to more frequent and more intense 
droughts. Similarly, mental health impacts from exposure to extreme weather and bushfires 
is well documented.28 Climate change is also likely to substantially impact on the social and 
environmental determinants of mental health – in particular in areas facing rapid industry 
transition, landscape changes (such as the loss of lakes and drying of rivers) or the loss of 
important recreational facilities.29 These impacts need to be better understood and policy 
designed accordingly to mitigate stress and anxiety associated with poor transition planning.  
 
Comments elsewhere in this submission relating to community reliance and the need to 
ensure that all Victorian communities are able to respond and adapt to climate change 
impacts will be an important preventative strategy for mitigating possible mental health 
impacts. In addition, ensuring the capacity of the mental health system especially in areas 
under stress will be important, including addressing difficulties recruiting and retaining 
mental health professionals in rural areas. 
 
It is worth noting also the powerful need for hope and leadership – and the potential for 
disempowerment and disengagement, especially amongst young people, as the gap 
between our knowledge of the urgency of responding to climate change and lack of 
substantial action continues.  

 

12. Adjusting to higher energy and water prices: affordability and 
access to efficiency 

 
Victorians face rapidly rising energy and water prices.  VCOSS welcomes the commitment 
within the Green Paper to assisting vulnerable communities and households adjust to a 
carbon price. However, the costs associated with the introduction of the CPRS come in the 
context of existing rapid increases to utilities costs well above the rate of inflation in recent 
years.30 In the coming years energy and water prices will be further affected by industry, 
changes to metering services and the introduction of more expensive water supplies due to 
ongoing water scarcity.  
 
For example, the introduction of interval metering will initially add $53 to household electricity 
bills in 201031 to pay for the metering infrastructure.  Accompanying changes to tariff 
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structures will also result in price increases to households that have little capacity to change 
or shift their energy usage, such as low volume energy users or those that are at home 
throughout the day, such as older people, the unemployed and those with a disability or 
caring responsibilities.32 The 2009 -2013 Metropolitan Water Price determination approved 
price rises for the three metropolitan water businesses of between 53 and 64 per cent over 
the next four years33.  Varying price increases of a similar scale have already been approved 
in rural and regional areas. 
 
These cost increases disproportionately impact on people living on low incomes many of 
whom already experience difficulty affording utilities. Research conducted with over 2000 
service users of emergency relief agencies has found that electricity and gas bills are the 
most significant contributing factor to these households seeking assistance.34 Low income 
households have extremely limited discretionary income and as a result, have less capacity 
to respond to price signals by investing in energy and water efficiency. These issues are 
further complicated for low income tenants who face additional barriers to measures which 
could improve the efficiency of their homes. Assisting households to increase the energy 
and water efficiency of their housing will offset some of the anticipated price rises for energy 
and water services, as well as improving comfort and amenity. 
 
VCOSS has commended the commitment at all levels of government to assist low income 
households to reduce their exposure to higher energy and water prices. The challenge going 
forward is ensuring that assistance is sufficient and reaches those who need it most.  
 
There is no single solution to ensuring that low income households are not further 
disadvantaged by price increases and are able to use energy and water more efficiently. A 
combination of regulatory measures, programs and incentives are required, coordinated 
between levels of government. These include: 
 

 improved housing standards and investment in public housing efficiency (see section 
8)  

 targeted efficiency and information programs; and 

 fair pricing structures and adequate concessions. 

12.1 Access to energy and water efficiency  
 
While many households are already taking action to reduce their energy and water use, low 
income households are less likely to have energy efficient or water saving appliances, are 
more likely to be renting and often do not have the financial capacity to invest in efficiency.35   
 
VCOSS has welcomed the range of efficiency programs available, especially those targeted 
to low income households including Energy and Water Taskforce and recent investment in 
Water Wise retrofits for low income households. While there is a wide variety of incentive 
programs as the state and federal level, those programs remain difficult to access for those 
who need them most due to complexity, upfront costs and lack of disposable income to 
invest in efficiency.  
 
VCOSS is proposing that the Victorian Government build on existing programs and 
incentives to provide a coordinated and flexible package of assistance and brokerage to low 
income households regardless of tenure which includes: 
 

 funding for and assistance to access efficient appliances; 
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 funding for and assistance to retrofit fixed appliances including hot water systems 
and heaters; 

 funding for and installation of building efficiency measures including insulation; and 

 program delivery that is able to increase households energy literacy, engage 
behaviour change and make recommendations sensitive and appropriate to personal 
circumstances.  

 
Federal government interest in this area and investment in home insulation through the 
economic stimulus package provides a cost effective opportunity for the Victorian 
Government to develop and deliver complementary programs.  
 
VCOSS recommends that the Victorian Government significantly build on existing programs 
and complement federal investment to ensure affordable and accessible opportunities to 
improve energy and water efficiency are available to all low income Victorian households. 
These programs, along with additional investment, should be targeted to households who 
require higher than average energy and water use and those most vulnerable to the impacts 
of more extreme weather including heatwaves. 
 
The community sector has significant expertise in the delivery of efficiency programs as well 
as the necessary skills to engage and support low income households. As such, community 
sector organisations are well placed to deliver future programs targeted to low income 
households.   

12.2 Additional assistance for low income households at risk from heatwave 
 
Energy price increases and the introduction peak period energy pricing with the roll out of 
smart meters has the potential to impact heavily on people on low incomes who require 
cooling to minimise impacts to their health during heatwaves including older people, people 
with disabilities and people with heat sensitive chronic illness such as Multiple Sclerosis 
(MS).36  People living on low incomes, if they have access to cooling at all, are more likely to 
have older and less efficient cooling appliances. This includes people who medically require 
cooling. 
 
In order to support vulnerable people on low incomes to stay cool in their homes during 
heatwaves, these households should be prioritised in the delivery of household efficiency 
packages as outlined in section 12.1 above and should have access to additional support to 
reduce the costs of summer cooling. In particular, VCOSS proposes that the Home Wise 
program be expanded to include cooling appliance upgrades for people who are at risk from 
heatwave.  

12.3 Ensuring continued affordability of basic utilities: energy and water 
 
It is essential to ensure that we do not further price people living on low incomes out of 
essential energy and water use. VCOSS has long advocated for energy pricing models 
which guarantee essential energy and water use at an affordable price offset by higher 
prices for high consumption households (with appropriate concessions for large low income 
households).  
 
In addition, as energy and water prices increase it is essential that the value of concessions 
do not erode over time, especially as climate change and a carbon price increases the total 
costs of utilities to households. The White Paper presents an opportunity to review Victorian 
energy concessions frameworks in light of climate change and associated energy price rises 
with a commitment to ensuring the affordability of essential energy use. To reduce the 
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accumulating impact of energy price rises to date VCOSS recommends that the value of 
utilities concessions be maintained by increasing the Winter Energy Concession and Medical 
Cooling Concession by 2.5 per cent (to a 20 per cent concession).  
 
VCOSS welcomed the announcement in the 2009-10 budget to lift the water concession cap 
by 14.18 per cent to reflect increasing water prices. Raising the cap for the 2009-10 budget 
year alone will not account for the water price increases in the coming years, and the value 
of the concession will be eroded over time. The intent of this concession should be to ensure 
that the most vulnerable households can maintain an affordable supply of essential water. 
VCOSS continues to recommend that the Victorian Government remove the cap on water 
concessions.   

12.4 Households facing disproportionate costs 
 
Households that are not connected to reticulated gas or water face disproportionately higher 
costs from the introduction of a carbon price and water scarcity. 
 
In particular, households fully reliant on electricity and without access to reticulated gas face 
significant barriers to accessing alternative lower carbon energy supplies.  As a 
consequence they have limited capacity to reduce their exposure to higher prices. Many of 
these households are located in rural and regional areas which already face more severe 
impacts from a changing climate and higher costs from fuel price increases. VCOSS 
recommends that minimum rental standards include connection to reticulated gas where 
available and in addition suggests that additional concession measures which reflect this 
unequal distribution of costs be investigated. 
  
Due to prolonged and unprecedented drought, many households not connected to 
reticulated water supply are facing increasing costs and financial hardship due to the need to 
purchase from private providers. A household in regional Victoria that is fully reliant on 
carted water could pay as much as $1636 to secure their water supplies37. This is in contrast 
to the highest average regional water bill of $740 a year and an average water bill for 
metropolitan households of around $46138. Given that climate change is anticipated to 
reduce rainfall across Victoria, households not connected to the reticulated water supply will 
be increasingly dependent on carted water. Between 2005-06 and 2006-07 the number of 
households seeking assistance with the costs of carted water rose by 243 per cent and 
expenditure on the non mains water rebate rose by 363 per cent39.   
 
To help mitigate these increasing costs, VCOSS recommends that the Water Wise program 
should be extended to all households that have received the non-mains water rebate in the 
last financial year.  
 

14. Community sector organisations: challenges and ways forward 
 
A critical role of the community sector is to build and support community capacity and to 
support individuals under stress and in crisis. Victoria‟s changing climate presents a 
significant pressure on communities and individuals, especially those likely to face more 
severe impacts. 
 
Key challenges facing the community sector from climate change and related policies 
include: 
 

 increased demand for services as part of emergency response and recovery; 
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 increased demand for emergency relief and financial counselling due to rapid rises in 
the costs of essentials like electricity and water; 

 changing demographics and new parts of the community under stress requiring the 
development of strategies and responses; 

 impacts of higher costs of organisations; and 

 barriers to addressing our environmental impact and improve resilience to extreme 
weather. 

14.1 Responding to changing community needs 
 
While many of the recommendations made throughout this submission would reduce social 
impacts of climate change in Victoria, potentially rapid industry changes, increased costs of 
basic goods and services, more frequent and extreme weather including bushfires and 
potentially population movement will lead to changing community needs and demand for 
community services. The community sector delivers a range of services which may face 
increasing demand due to the effects of climate change and drought (see also sections 6.1 
and 10.3). These include;  

 community health and mental health services; 

 support services  for older people and people with disabilities; 

 generalist youth services; 

 family support; 

 family violence; and 

 emergency relief.  

The capacity of the community sector to respond to changing community needs will require 
appropriate and timely service planning and adequate funding. The experience of the 
community sector in supporting communities through drought and bushfires has highlighted 
the need to ensure that service models and accessible and appropriate for parts of the 
community who have traditionally not accessed community services (see section 6.1). The 
Victorian Government has a role in supporting and promoting the development of alternative 
models of service delivery and funding arrangements must recognise that these models may 
be more resource intensive. For example, outreach models suitable for drought support work 
in rural areas involve higher fuel costs. 

14.2 Engaging vulnerable communities 
 

Community sector organisations and community groups have strong links to individuals and 
groups who may have difficulty accessing information or may be hard to reach with 
mainstream marketing and communication strategies. The community sector‟s role as a 
conduit of information to vulnerable and disadvantaged groups will be vital in ensuring that 
information about climate risks is distributed to, and understood by, those who need it most. 
For example, information about preparing for heat waves or other emergencies, 
opportunities for climate proofing or increasing water and energy efficiency within the home 
and support services or material assistance available during droughts, fires or other 
emergencies will reach vulnerable groups more effectively through the utilisation of 
community sector networks.  
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14.3 Reducing our environmental impact and adjusting to higher costs 

Community sector organisations are increasingly aware of the need to reduce their 
environmental footprint as well as the risks associated with a harsher climate and rapidly 
increasing energy, water and transport costs. However, community sector organisations 
often lack access to capital to invest in efficiency without and have limited resources and 
expertise to invest in training and environmental policy development. In addition, many of the 
existing rebates, resources, grants and training are not available or suited to community 
sector organisations. In March 2009,VCOSS convened the Greening the Sector forum. Over 
50 forum participants identified opportunities to support the environmental sustainability work 
of the community sector including: 

 better online access to resources tailored to the sector including templates for 
environmental policies and case studies of successful initiatives;  

 networks and regular communication about organisational environmental issues;  

 low or no-cost training on topics such as sustainable purchasing, implementing 
environmental management systems and supporting behaviour change; and 

 assistance to access credible and affordable environmental auditing. 

Community sector organisations also face financial barriers to adapting to climate change. 
Feedback to VCOSS after the 2009 heatwaves indicated that a number of community sector 
organisations were not able to continue operation due to inadequate or faulty cooling and 
others had to alter the services they could provide.  

VCOSS recommends that the Victorian Government take a proactive role in funding and 
brokering access to affordable efficiency infrastructure, appliances, services and training for 
community sector organisations to reduce their water and energy use and undertake 
adaptation planning. A number of existing government programs could be expanded to 
provide these services to organisations delivering government funded services and the wider 
community sector. Investment in upgrading the efficiency and future-readiness of community 
facilities and buildings will also help ensure that essential community services can continue 
to be provided in a harsher climate. 
 
Specifically, VCOSS recommends the creation of a fund to support community sector 
organisations to access comprehensive environmental auditing, efficiency infrastructure, 
training and risk management planning. This fund would complement and build on the 
proposed federal Climate Change Action Fund.  

 

15. Government leading the way 
 
While the Green Paper strongly suggests a role of the Victorian Government in managing 
the risks of climate change to major infrastructure, the extension of this responsibility to state 
services such as health, public transport and education is not as clearly defined. The 
Victorian Government has a primary responsibility for ensuring that Victorian services are 
able function effectively and continue to meet the needs of Victorians during extreme 
weather. Failure of air conditioning in health and accommodation services and widespread 
failure of the public transport and energy supply systems during the January 2009 heatwave 
is indicative of the current lack of resilience of our service systems to extreme weather.  
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Similarly, the unprecedented impact of heatwave and bushfire in early 2009 on Victoria‟s 
emergency services lead to long wait times especially for non-emergency cases. While the 
preventative benefit of recommendations elsewhere in this submission would reduce impacts 
on Victoria‟s emergency and health systems, greater investment to ensure that that 
emergency service system capacity is maintained will likely be required in the future.  
 
Energy and transport cost increases resulting from a price on carbon will have a substantial 
cost impact for state governments.40 The Victorian Government has a responsibility to 
respond to this price signal in a way which minimises the costs to the community by 
investing early in efficiency in areas of government responsibility, especially health, 
education and community services. Early investment will reduce the cumulative costs to the 
public purse over time.  
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include a commitment to maintaining and 
supporting the capacity of government services including health, education, public transport 
and emergency services to operate effectively in extreme weather and outline funding 
commitments to ensure that required infrastructure investment and service capacity 
improvements can be put in place. 
 
The Green Paper acknowledges the import role of the Victorian government in 
demonstrating, leading and driving more sustainable practices in their operations. The 
buying power of the Victorian Government can be used more effectively to drive demand for 
low emissions products and services. Assistance to access environmentally preferred 
products through the Funded Agency Chanel could further drive demand and efficiently 
support community organisations access to sustainable products. 
 
Victorian Government leadership on climate change mitigation and adaptation sends a 
powerful message to the wider community and supports the sense of „shared responsibility‟ 
articulated in the Green Paper. 

 

16. Summary of recommendations 
 
To ensure that the White Paper provides a clear, credible and effective policy direction, 
VCOSS recommends: 
 

 further opportunities for the Victorian Government to hear and incorporate the views 
of stakeholders on specific policies which are developed for inclusion in the White 
Paper; and 

 inclusion of a review timetable for the White Paper to allow policy revision in light of 
new information or changing policy contexts at the international and national level.  

 
Goals and priorities 
 
To better reflect the challenge ahead in effectively and equitably addressing climate change, 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper: 
 

 more clearly articulate the scale of the emissions reduction challenge that we face 
and the critical role of the Victorian Government in not just managing  the risks to our 
infrastructure and communities but proactively transforming them to support both 
emissions reduction and adaptation; 
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 extend identified priorities to ensure government services are future focused and can 
accommodate a changing climate; and  

 include an additional priority to reflect the growing need to support adaptation in 
communities and industries vulnerable to climate change, including communities 
affected by the impacts of ongoing drought. 

 
In particular, VCOSS recommends the following as critical goals for Victoria in acting on 
climate change: 
 

 reducing greenhouse gas emissions at the speed and to the extent necessary to 
prevent dangerous climate change; and  

 ensuring that Victoria‟s infrastructure, built environment and service systems support 
emissions reductions required and function effectively in a harsher climate.  

 
Policy levers and criteria 
 
VCOSS strongly recommends: 
 

 the inclusion of a „social equity‟ criterion in Victorian Government decision making to 
ensure that climate change policies do not adversely affect, and indeed improve, 
social inclusion and health equality and guide policies to address the inequitable 
distribution of the costs and risks associated with climate change and capacity to 
adapt; and 

 prioritisation of policies which achieve multiple outcomes – in particular mitigation, 
adaption, adjustment and social benefits. 

 
Role of the Victorian Government 
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper define a role for the Victorian Government which 
includes: 
 

 a more substantial role in mitigation; 

 advocating for a national emissions reduction target which reflects scientific 
understanding of the urgency and severity of the risks we face from climate change; 

 maintaining  a position of leadership in COAG policy development while continuing to 
lift the bar by building on national directions with additional action at the state level; 
and 

 a responsibility to adequately support and resource local government and the 
community sector to meet additional costs and demands resulting from climate 
change. 

 
Making decisions in a time of climate change 
 
To support effective and inclusive decision making, VCOSS recommends that: 
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 the Climate Change Bill incorporate a mechanism to ensure that a more ambitious 
short term emissions reduction target guides Victoria Government decision making 
and investment;  

 the White Paper include frameworks and resources which support the involvement of 
diverse communities and their representatives in decision making in a timely, 
informed manner respectful of barriers to participation that different parts of the 
Victorian community experience; and  

 the Victorian Government fund local networks and partnerships to ensure that local 
and effective decision making structures are in place to respond to climate change. 

 
Community resilience  
 
To support community resilience in a changing climate VCOSS recommends that the White 
Paper: 
 

 include broad policy frameworks which support investment in resilience over the long 
term accompanied by strategies and immediate investment on the ground to support 
service capacity, address skills shortages and provide support to communities 
already experiencing the effects of climate change; 

 support inclusive and equitable transition planning for communities facing significant 
impacts from climate change and related structural adjustment;  

 include a substantial investment in upgrading the quality of community facilities to 
better meet the twin challenges of reducing emissions and increasing community 
resilience; and in particular 

 recognises both the need for ongoing support to rural communities in a changing 
climate and the additional immediate responses required due to the effects of 
unprecedented drought over the last decade including: 

o supporting community capacity and resilience by committing to the recurrent 
funding of drought support positions and flexible local drought support funds. 

 
VCOSS also recommends that the White Paper include: 
 

 strategies and funding to support knowledge sharing across Victoria‟s diverse  
community including dissemination of successful and unsuccessful models and 
examples of action to reduce emissions and adapt to climate change impacts.  

 
 
Fair transition to a new economy 
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include strategies to ensure that: 
 

 jobs in emerging green industries are located in areas which face job losses as a 
result of climate change and target people facing barriers to employment; and 

 the Victorian Government adequately subsidise training places to support access to 
green skills.  
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Built environment  
 
VCOSS recommends that key priorities for transition in our built environment include: 
 

 phased introduction of minimum rental standards; 

 upgrading Victorian Government owned social housing to these standards; 

 maintaining, not expanding, the urban growth boundary; and 

 strengthening planning provisions to ensure that new development areas have better 
and earlier access to public transport, social infrastructure and services. 

 
Transport 
 
In order to ensure that all Victorians have access to low cost and low carbon transport 
options VCOSS recommends that the Victorian Transport Plan be reviewed and reprioritised 
in light of the climate change challenge and that prioritised further investment include: 
 

 continuing to improve bus connections between rural towns and regional centres to 
ensure access to services, employment and education - as well as enabling access 
to the intercity regional transport system;  

 continuing to expand expanding higher frequency public transport services to all 
regional centres beyond the regional fast rail network including Shepparton, 
Bairnsdale, Horsham, Portland, Swan Hill, Mildura to increase flexibility in 
employment, access to education and support regional tourism; 

 increased investment in outer suburban bus services with minimum metropolitan 
service standards of at least 30 minute frequencies and extended hours of operation; 
and 

 bringing forward the roll out of orbital Smartbus routes and extending these service 
standards to additional key routes. 

 
In addition, VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include: 

 

 extension of the metropolitan rail network to established suburbs such as Deer Park 
and Ardeer; and  

 options for making better use of existing transport resources including the school bus 
network to provide these links with an initial priority on ensuring access to VET, 
VCAL and TAFE students; 

 increased investment  in infrastructure to support public transport use such as 
footpaths; and 

 increased investment in walking and cycling connections in outer suburbs and 
regional centres. 

 
Emergency management 
 



33 
 

To support improved coordination and effectiveness of emergency responses in a climate of 
more frequent and intense extreme weather VCOSS recommends that the White Paper 
include: 
 

 funding for the employment of full time emergency planning and recovery managers 
within local government in all high risk areas of Victoria; 

 strategies to develop accessible centralised information management and logistics 
systems which can be used in the event of complex emergencies to support effective 
coordination of material donations and volunteers; 

 funding to upgrade nominated relief centres in each local government area to ensure 
that they are energy and water efficient, as well as fully accessible;  

 strategies to coordinate and effectively communicate options for assisted relocation 
of vulnerable community members and including people living in aged care and 
supported accommodation facilities and those without access to vehicles; and 

 policy directions, and guaranteed resources, to support long term psychosocial 
recovery following emergency events.  

 
Health 
 
To address the health impacts of climate change and their unequal distribution VCOSS 
recommends that the White Paper: 
 

 build on existing research into health impacts of climate change with a renewed focus 
on health inequalities and allocate funding to ensure that recommendations from this 
research are translated into policy; 

 provide flexible funds for local government and community service organisations to 
provide additional support services during heatwaves to the most vulnerable in 
communities; 

 include support for local governments and community organisations to undertake risk 
management planning to ensure that occupational health and safety issues 
associated with heatwave are addressed; and  

 include strategies to increase the capacity of the mental health system including 
addressing difficulties recruiting and retaining mental health professionals in rural 
areas. 

 
Adapting to higher energy and water costs: affordability and access to efficiency  
 
To reduce the impact of higher energy and water prices on low income households VCOSS 
recommends that the White Paper prioritises: 
 

 improved housing standards and investment in public housing efficiency;   

 targeted efficiency and information programs; and 

 fair pricing structures and adequate concessions. 
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In particular VCOSS recommends that: 
 

 concessions frameworks be reviewed in light of the impacts on climate change and 
rapidly increasing utilities costs; 

 energy and water pricing guarantees affordable essential use; 

 the value of utilities concessions be maintained by increasing the Winter Energy 
Concession and Medical Cooling Concession  by 2.5 per cent (to a 20 per cent 
concession) and removing the current volumetric cap on water concessions; 

 the Water Wise program be better promoted and extended to all households who 
have previously received the carted water rebate;  

 the Victorian Government build on existing programs and incentives to provide a 
coordinated and flexible package of assistance and brokerage to low income 
households regardless of tenure, targeted to households who require higher than 
average energy and water use and those most vulnerable to the impacts of more 
extreme weather including heatwaves; and 

 the Home Wise program be expanded to include cooling appliance installation or 
upgrade for people who are at risk from heatwave. 

 
Community sector organisations 
 
To ensure that community sector organisations are able to meet changing community needs 
in a changing climate VCOSS recommends that the White Paper: 
 

 supports and promotes the development of alternative models of service delivery and 
enhanced service capacity where required supported by adequate funding 
arrangements; and 

 acknowledge the vital role of the community sector in responding to emergencies and 
prioritises the development of policy which will ensure that capacity of the sector is 
able to be maintained both to meet the needs of affected communities but also to 
reduce the impacts of emergency events on the wider community. 

 
To assist community organisations to improve reduce their environmental impact and 
exposure to higher energy and water prices VCOSS recommends that White Paper: 
 

 include expansion and adaption of existing government programs to deliver training 
and support in environmental management to community organisations delivering 
government services; and 

 include creation of a fund to support community sector organisations to access 
comprehensive environmental auditing, efficiency, training and risk management 
planning. 

 
Government leading the way 
 
VCOSS recommends that the White Paper include: 
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 a commitment to maintaining and supporting the capacity of government services 
including health, education, public transport and emergency services to operate 
effectively in extreme weather and outline funding commitments to ensure that 
required infrastructure investment and service capacity measures can be put in 
place; and 

 strategies to ensure that the buying power of the Victorian Government is used more 
effectively to drive demand for low emissions products and services. 

 

17. Contact 
 
For further information on this submission please contact Jess Fritze, Climate Change Policy 

Analyst or Kate Colvin, Policy Manager at VCOSS on 9654 5050 or at 

jess.fritze@vcoss.org.au or kate.colvin@vcoss.org.au. 
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