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Three years ago,
Mike Rosen*

was living the
high life.
The Sydneysider ran a multi-mil-

lion dollar business earning $6000 a
week, lived in a luxurious three-bed-
room flat boasting harbour views,
and spent his weekends cruising
around in flashy cars and a private
yacht.
Then, almost overnight, it was all

gone. A series of bad deals sunk his
business, causing him to lose every-
thing: his home was repossessed,
his partner left him, and he owed
millions.
In a stunning reversal of fortune,

the one-time millionaire is now
homeless and unemployed, living on
government handouts and shuffling
between boarding houses and shel-
ters for the past year-and-a-half.
“It’s very depressing,” said the 61-

year-old father-of-one, who is cur-
rently staying at Jewish House, which
provides short-term crisis accommo-
dation primarily to Jews in need.
“Obviously, I have to start all over
again.”

Rosen is not alone. Despite the
perception within the community
that Jewish homelessness doesn’t
exist, a small but growing number of
Jews are finding themselves without a
roof over their heads as they battle
mental illness, the recent economic
downturn, and the rising cost of liv-
ing and unaffordable housing, said
Jewish House’s chief executive, Rabbi
Mendel Kastel.
Compounding the situation is the

country’s worsening housing short-
age for the homeless. The Australian
Bureau of Statistics estimates that on
any given night, there are about
105,000 homeless people in Australia.
Many government agencies are said
to be having difficulties in dealing
with the swell in numbers, and it’s
having a ripple effect.
Though it is unclear what percent-

age of Jews makes up official figures
on homelessness, Jewish House has
reported a significant spike in the
number of calls it receives from peo-
ple within the community seeking
refuge in the past few months.
At present, its 12-bed facility is at
capacity.
“When you mention to people

that there is a problem with Jewish
homelessness, they’re almost in
shock,” Rabbi Kastel told The AJN
this week. “But there’s no question
there’s a shortage of crisis accommo-
dation within the Jewish community
as well.”
For the past 15 years, Jewish

House has opened up the second
floor of its Flood Street premises to
those in need, offering beds for short
stays of up to two weeks. It also pro-
vides counselling, pastoral care, fam-
ily mediation, advocacy and a crisis
hotline.
Rabbi Kastel said the majority of

those who walk through its doors are
Jewish, homeless and suffer from
some form of mental illness, such as
schizophrenia and depression.
Others are escaping abuse or domes-
tic violence, or seeking some respite
from a client.

Most are single males, largely
between the ages of 15 and 34.
In Melbourne, meanwhile, crisis

accommodation specifically catering
to Jewish clientele appears to be
non-existent.
A number of groups, such as

Jewish Care, however, do provide
funding and other services to help
those in strife secure temporary and
long-term housing – often covering
related costs such as bond, advanced
rent and moving costs. “Between
2008 and 2009, Jewish Care has seen
a 25 per cent increase in requests for
housing assistance,” said Jewish Care
spokesperson Jonny Ucko. “[Many]
are requests for help with rental dis-
tress from families affected by the
global financial crisis [because] of los-
ing employment or failure of busi-
nesses. As a result, the amount of
financial aid distributed for rental
relief has doubled.”

For Rosen,
finding himself
homeless
came after months of struggling to
find a job in the wake of losing his
business. Part of the problem,
he said, is re-entering the workforce
at his age.
“I’ve applied for lots and lots of

jobs. I’ve had a lot of experience in
sales and marketing. But because of
my age, they employ the younger per-
son, who might have a university
degree. That means nothing to me
because I learnt my trade on the
streets and relating to people,” he
said.
Asking his family for help isn’t an

option. His parents are deceased, he
has cut ties with his siblings, and his
daughter is occupied with providing
for her own three children.
At the moment, he survives on

$300 a week in unemployment
cheques from Centrelink, and con-
tinues to apply to recruitment agen-
cies for work. “Do you have trouble

getting yourself up in the morning
and dusting yourself off? Sure, of
course you do. But you just sort of get
on with it.”
Neil Stein* is also confronting the

unsettling reality of homelessness.
Shortly before the new year, the

bipolar disorder sufferer lost his job
and was evicted from his share flat.
He later admitted himself into hospi-
tal after another manic episode left
him on the brink of suicide. He spent
three days at Sydney’s Prince of
Wales Hospital psychiatric ward, but
when it came time to be released, he
had nowhere else to go. He had no
money, had lost contact with his fam-
ily ages ago, and all the public hous-
ing shelters were full.
“It’s frightening. You lose

absolutely all sense of self-worth,”
said the single 57-year-old, who is
also residing at Jewish House.
Stein’s path to homelessness

began from privileged beginnings,
growing up in a well-connected and
successful Jewish family in
Melbourne.
At 21, he was diagnosed with

bipolar disorder, a psychiatric condi-
tion typified by extrememood swings
and depressive episodes. Around the
same time, he moved to Sydney, liv-
ing in shared accommodation and
picking up work as a sales assistant.
But he never managed to hold down
a job for long.
“I’ve been sacked from about 200-

300 jobs probably,” said Stein, who
survives on disability payments.
“Every time, you go through the
same emotional turmoil. I can’t take
that anymore.”
Personal relationships have also

suffered. “Suffice to say, people are
uncomfortable with me, and my
family has basically got to the point
where they feel they’ve helpedme out
enough. It’s socially devastating.”
At present, Stein faces an uncer-

tain future. He’s already stayed over
Jewish House’s two-week limit and
must find alternative accommoda-
tion soon.

Rabbi Kastel said Jewish House
would like to be able to offer accom-
modation longer term, but the group
is struggling to get government
funding.
The organisation largely operates

on private donations, though it
recently received a small windfall of
state funds to help cover much-
needed building upgrades. But it’s
still seeking additional funds to sup-
port an 18-unit extension that would
facilitate longer stays and give resi-
dentsmore of a chance to get back on
their feet.
“At the moment, people are going

to other refuges or boarding houses
after a few weeks,” said Rabbi Kastel.
Melbourne’s Jewish Care is also

exploring ways to tackle the prob-
lem. Last year, it initiated a housing
taskforce comprised mostly of staff
and board members to consider a
range of possible solutions – among
them, setting up a communal hous-
ing trust fund or a community rent
subsidy fund.
It is also lobbying the govern-

ment to increase pension levels and
create a “Super” Commonwealth
rent allowance for identified groups
based on particular needs. “We are
very focused on providing support
and funding for people, but a ‘one
size fits all’ approach is not possi-
ble,” said Ucko.
But above all, Rabbi Kastel

stressed, the priority should be to
provide housing relief within the bor-
ders ofwell-known Jewish communi-
ties and not have people forced to
move elsewhere.
“To be then uprooted out of their

community, it is just another blow to
them. It’s important that they can
have some sense of belonging.”

*Names have been changed to
protect privacy.

To find outmore about Jewish House, go to
www.jewishhouse.com.au, or call its crisis
hotline at 1300 JH HELP (1300 544 357).

To contact Jewish Care inMelbourne,
call (03) 8517 5999.

No place
call hometo

Contrary to popular belief, Jewish homelessness does exist. And with the
recent economic crisis and Australia’s housing shortage worsening, a
growing number of Jews are finding themselves without a roof over their
heads. Chantal Abitbol investigates.

A snapshot of
Jewish
homelessness
Jewish House recently conducted a
study on the demographics of its
residents. It found:
� 43per cent are between the ages

of 15 and 34
� 65per cent are males, 35per cent

are female
� 61per cent are single
� 74per cent are Jewish
� 60per cent were homeless
� 68per cent suffer from mental

health issues
� 61per cent had not used an illicit

substance


