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0.00 MB: This is an interview with Mr Ron Sewell.  It’s taking place in 
Town Hall House in Sydney.  The date is the 4th of September, 
2009.  The project is the HPIC – that is the Homeless Persons 
Information Centre – Oral History Project.  It’s being conducted 
on behalf of the City of Sydney’s History Programme and I’m 
Margo Beasley. 

  
  So, Ron, if you don’t mind, could you give me your full name and 

tell me where and when you were born?  
  
 RS: My name’s Ronald ******** Sewell and my date of birth is the ******** 

and I was born in ******** New South Wales. 
  
 MB: Right, thanks a lot.  Thanks very much for coming in today. 
  
 RS: That’s fine. 
  
 MB: You and I have already had a conversation about what this 

project’s about and it’s about HPIC’s 25th Anniversary, so 
basically it’s about the work that HPIC has done over those 
years, and you’ve recently been a client of HPIC ever since you 
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phoned them to ask for assistance with accommodation, I 
believe.  Is that the way it happened? 

  
 RS: Yes.  The situation was I was in custody in one of Her Majesty’s 

prisons in New South Wales and at the time of my release I was 
literally taken to the front gate in the set of gaol prison greens and 
given ten dollars and said, “All the best”, you know, “you’ve served 
your time, you can now go”.  But, yes, standing out in the public in 
gaol greens and with ten dollars in your pocket, people tend to stare 
at you and look. 

  
2.00 MB: Which facility was this? 
  
 RS: That was the MRRC [Metropolitan Remand and Reception Centre] at 

Silverwater Correctional Centre, the remand centre.  And, well, I had 
me wallet on me and I went through me wallet and I had an old card 
from the Homeless Persons line.  So, I rang them and I told them my 
situation, that’s just happened, and they rang around, they put me on 
hold for a little while, they rang around and said, “Sorry, we cannot 
get you into hostels” means hostels around the city or the areas 
because they're all full, you know, because it’s wintertime”, and that 
was basically it but the lady on the line said that there is a woman 
from the YWCA homeless brokerage programme would like to have a 
talk to me.  So, I got on the phone and this Carol Basile, you know, 
started talking to me and everything and I explained my situation and 
straight away she asked could I get my way into the city, which I did.  
After a short period of time with sitting down with Carol at their head 
office in Wentworth Street in Sydney I was taken upstairs, given 
accommodation, food.  I had no clothing, I had no civilian clothing at 
the time so for a couple of days I had to walk around in prison greens 
issue until I got some clothes from the Salvation Army, St Vincent’s, 
you know.  

 
3.55  But the night I arrived Carol gave me a couple of T-shirts so I 

wouldn’t have to wear green, green everywhere, and, mate, she went 
above and beyond, you know, the help, for a person like myself.  I’d 
never expected it and it happened.  I stayed with the YWCA in their 
hotel facility for two weeks and then I was moved down the road to a 
hotel called ‘Sydney City Central’ on Wentworth [St] – it’s a private 
hotel - the homeless brokerage programme paid for two weeks’ 
accommodation for me down there and then when the two weeks 
was up Carol asked me to come back up to the YWCA at the time.  
And I came up and I was just walking around Sydney and I dropped 
in to Mission Australia on Campbell Street, and put my name down 
for accommodation and they said it could take a while.  But I was 
quite surprised because the next day they rang me and said, “Could 
you come in for an interview/assessment?”  Which I did, went up 
there and straight away they took me in.  Told me to go get all my 
property and my clothes from the YWCA and since then, yes, I've 
been living at Mission Australia at Surry Hills in Campbell Street. 
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 MB: So, how long ago was it that you came out of prison? 
  
 RS: 16th of July of this year. 
  
 MB: Right.  So, almost a couple of months. 
  
 RS: Yes.   
 
 MB: About seven or eight weeks. 
  
 RS: Yes, yes. 
  
5.55 MB: And is that usual, for people to be released from prison with no 

normal clothing and no money?  I was under the impression that 
they got a small amount, you know, a hundred dollars or 
something like that. 

  
 RS: Well, what’s supposed to happen is when you're due for release 

Centrelink comes in and interviews you, and when you get released 
you're given a little card – it’s called an EBT card and you can go to 
any ATM and put it in there and withdraw a crisis payment of two 
hundred dollars.  Now, that two hundred dollars, it has to last you two 
weeks and then it has to pay for your accommodation, your food, 
your clothing, you know, so. 

  
 MB: It’s not a lot of money.  No, I was just wondering did you get the 

two hundred dollars? 
 
 RS: Well, the following day, on the 17th of July I approached Centrelink 

and handed them my prison release papers and straight away they 
put me down for a crisis payment, but they asked me would I like an 
extra crisis payment on top of the crisis payment and I said yes.  You 
know, I shouldn’t have said yes but I did. 

  
 MB: Why shouldn’t you have? 
  
 RS: Well, instead of the two hundred dollars that you're given it was four 

hundred and twenty dollars I ended up with on the 17th and then that 
had to last two weeks. 

  
 MB: An extra two weeks? 
  
7.55 RS: That had to last – no, the same thing, the same two weeks.  So, 

instead of two hundred dollars to last two weeks I had four hundred 
dollars to last two weeks but my next payment would only be half a 
cheque. 

  
 MB: I see. 
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 RS: Right, so if I would have just kept the half a cheque in the beginning I 
would’ve ended up with a full cheque two weeks later.  But, you know, 
the price of accommodation in the city, you know, that four hundred 
dollars was taken up in rent straight away, so I still had no money for 
clothing. I was lucky that I was with the YWCA which helped me out 
with food vouchers every day, called me down and seen me every 
morning and she’d hand me vouchers for KFC, Pizza Hut, Michel’s 
Patisserie, a little coffee shop that’s in the same ………. of the YWCA 
building, you know. 

  
 MB: It’s a coffee shop down on the ground floor, isn't it? 
  
 RS: Yes, down on the ground floor, which you can get coffee and toasted 

sandwiches and stuff like that and I was living like that on behalf of 
the YWCA brokerage programme. I still keep in contact with Carol 
even though I’m not there, you know, because everything she did for 
me, you know, I bought her a thank you card and I gave it to her the 
other day and it’s the first time someone’s ever done that, she said. 

  
 MB: Really? 
  
 RS: And it sort of shocked her, you know, but the YWCA went above and 

beyond.  You know, like they're only supposed to help you for X 
amount of days. 

  
 MB: So, how long were you in prison for? 
  
 RS: Five months, three weeks. 
  
 MB: And were you homeless before that? 
  
10.01 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: You don’t have to tell me the details of that if you don’t want to 

but part of the reason for your being in prison was 
homelessness? 

 
 RS: Homelessness, drug addiction and the crimes I had to commit to 

support my drug addiction and as well as that to put a roof over my 
head if I could. But nine times outta ten I’d have my bag and my bag 
was my pillow and of the nighttime I’d find a nice, comfortable place 
somewhere out of the weather and I’d go to sleep. 

  
 MB: What sort of places did you sleep in? 
  
 RS: Oh, abandoned houses, office blocks, just places like that, you know.  

Like, since I've been out this time I've been diagnosed with 
schizophrenia, clinical depression a number of things and I’m on 
medication for that.  And I've put my name down with the Department 
of Housing for priority housing, but I took all my paperwork in a few 
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weeks ago and I got a letter the other day saying that they’ve 
received m application, but my file’s not active yet – I don't know why. 

 
11.48  I rang yesterday to try and find out, you know, because there’s some 

other places around in Sydney called ‘The Gateway’, a bridge 
programme, where it’s community housing for people on 
unemployment benefits and disability pensions and all that.  Yes, but 
it could take a year, two years before I get priority housing. 

 
 MB: And how long can you stay at Mission Australia? 
  
 RS: It’s three months, but everyone’s circumstances are different and if 

the three months comes up and my caseworker, David Foster, feels 
that I need to stay on for a bit longer I could be granted an extension 
of that.  You know, there’s another programme that David spoke with: 
it’s called the ICLA.  It’s run community housing, share 
accommodation for people with mentally ill conditions.  You know, 
they’ve got two units down at Woolloomooloo and there’s a vacancy 
coming up there and I've been asked to put my name down for that.   
If I get that, well, it’s open-ended I've been told.  Like, I could stay 
there for eighteen months, two years or I can stay there until my 
priority housing comes through but that means I’d have to share with 
two other people or three other people with mental illnesses, and me 
being the person I am, I prefer to live alone, because I’m a clean 
person, you know, hygienically I shower every day. 

 
14.04  You know, I won’t live in a place where there’s filth or it’s dirty.  You 

know, that’s just me, you know. 
 
 MB: And you're worried that you may end up sharing with people 

who don’t have the same standards? 
  
 RS: Yes, and see with share accommodation and these sort of 

environments with Mission Australia, community housing, when 
you're living with a group of people, you know, everybody’s given a 
chore to do daily.  Like my chore today was to clean the bathrooms at 
Mission Australia on my floor.  Right, now I share with seven other 
blokes so it was my job to clean the toilets, the showers, the floors, 
the tiles, the mirrors, everything and then mop it with a disinfectant.  
It’s just a hygienic way of living. If you had eight blokes living together 
and no one done any chores and no one done the dishes and no one 
cleaned the bathrooms and no one vacuumed, within a week you 
know, you'd be walking over garbage and it’d just be disgusting. And 
at the moment I’m living with seven other blokes and there’s two of 
them that are lazy, that won’t do their jobs, and we’ve been told by 
our caseworker not to do anybody’s else’s job. 

 
15.55  But if someone’s on the kitchen duties and there’s piles of dishes in 

the sink, you know, me personally I’ll wash and clean them and put 
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them away – that’s just me.  You know, I've been told not to do it and 
stop doing it, but -   

 
 MB: So, it’s a bit of an issue for you where you might get housed 

because you might be offered some sort of relatively short term 
solution - - -  

  
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: - - - that might be longer than you want. 
  
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB:  And I think you did tell me the other day you were offered a 

place, some kind of community housing that you rejected for 
particular reasons. 

  
 RS: Yes.  Yes, yes.  It was a place out at Camperdown run by CRC.  

They're a community based organisation but they help prisoners on 
the loose, give them housing, but to live with five other blokes in a 
house, a terrace house with everyone that’s just been released from 
prison, and the majority of the blokes that are there, you know, 
they're on drugs or they're using illicit drugs, and they're committing 
crimes and I don’t need to be in that environment and I refuse to put 
myself in that environment, you know.  And if that means I have to go 
via a three-man tent and pitch it up somewhere and sleep in that I 
would because I wouldn’t live in that environment where it’s putting 
me at risk.  So your bottom line is, I've put in for priority public 
housing, I've got all the reports from my doctors, support letters 
saying that Ron needs accommodation, single accommodation for 
himself and because of mental health issues and my health issues. 

 
18.09  I've only got one kidney and I've just been granted my disability 

pension back after Centrelink took it off me at Christmas last year, 
you know. 

 
 MB: So, you do have a lot of physical health problems too, don’t 

you?  
  
 RS: Yes, yes. 
  
 MB: And that’s why you're eligible for the disability pension. 
 
 RS: Yes, support, yes. 
  
 MB: I don't know if you want to talk about those but they are a bit of a 

factor in why you’ve had a lot of problems, aren't they? 
  
 RS: Yes.  Well, when I was a child in my early teens – well, back in the 

‘60s there was no immunisation in public schools but what happened 
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I picked up a bug and it was called polio nephritis and I was 
paralysed all down one side of my body for about three, four months.  
I was hospitalised and couldn’t figure out what was wrong, what 
happened because it was just one day I was O.K. and the next day I 
was paralysed down the right hand side of my body.  And over the 
years my kidney function was getting worse and worse and worse.  It 
got to the point where I had five operations on my right hand side of 
my body for my kidney to the bladder and nothing was working.  Well, 
under the guidelines of the Hippocratic oath and on the doctors and 
all that if your kidney’s got more than fifteen per cent function they 
leave it in and it doesn’t matter how much pain or discomfort it causes 
that person, they do that. 

 
20.07  But I moved to Orange in New South Wales in 2000 and it got worse, 

you know, I was passing blood in my urine and all that so I went and 
seen a doctor and he sent me down to nuclear medicine and within 
twenty minutes of being in nuclear medicine, I've come out, had the 
reports handed to my doctor and straight away he said, “Go home”, 
he said, “and get your toothbrush and toothpaste” he said, “and a pair 
of pyjamas”.  He said, “You're going into hospital today”, he said, “I’m 
operating on you tomorrow to remove your kidney” because it was 
that bad. 

 
 MB: So, it was malignant or it was -? 
  
 RS: Well, when they took it out they thought it was cancer but it was just 

the nephritis disease.  It just took a normal sized kidney and turned it 
into about a quarter of the size that a normal kidney should be, you 
know. 

  
 MB: And did you feel improvement after that? 
  
 RS:  Well, for six, twelve months I couldn’t do anything stressful.  I wasn’t 

allowed to work, I wasn’t allowed to run, I wasn’t allowed to lift 
anything heavy.  This went on for six to twelve months but because 
they'd left the kidney in for so long the effect from the right kidney 
travelled to the left kidney and I've only got seventy two to seventy 
one per cent function of the left kidney. 

 
21.53  And I suffer from chronic pain and with that comes medication for 

pain which is morphine tablets and I was on that medication for a 
number of years, for about five years, six years and it got to the point 
where instead of taking two tablets three times a day I was taking ten 
tablets once a day because the drug is that addictive.  And I went 
back to the doctor and said, “Look”, I said, “All these pills I’m taking”, I 
said, “is affecting my liver function which I was diagnosed back in 
1987 with Hepatitis C”.  And I spoke to the doctor and I said, “Well, 
what other alternative can we go down instead of my taking these 
pills which is affecting my liver function?” which was causing my 
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stomach to bloat and I was getting severe burning pains under the 
ribcage where the liver was. 

 
 MB: And what was the solution? 
  
 RS: And the solution was to be taken off of the MS-Contin tablets and put 

onto a methadone treatment programme which is commonly used for 
drug addicts, for heroin addicts.  Right, I’m not denying that I've used 
heroin, I have in the past and, yes, I did get addicted to it and I have 
used methadone for treatment for that but the doctor feels that me 
being on methadone is less invasive for my liver function than the 
pills because my liver couldn’t break down the pills and everything 
and filter it properly, you know, so being on methadone is a lot 

  
24.15 MB: The methadone programme that you're on also affects where 

you live, doesn’t it? 
  
 RS: Yes.   
 
 MB: There are issues about that because you have to - - - 
 
 RS: Yes.  Yes, certain places will not take you if you're on methadone and 

that’s another hurdle that people like myself have to overcome – it’s 
not easy, you know.  And it’s the same as like if I ever wanted to go 
back to full time work.  Like, if I applied for a job say to Sydney City 
Council, you know, to be a street cleaner or whatever, as soon as I 
get to the section where “Have you had a criminal history?” you know, 
by law I’m obliged to be honest and put that down on paper.  Now, as 
soon as that happens no one’ll look at you, no one will give you a 
chance, you know.  And that’s another hurdle that I have to face on a 
daily basis. 

  
 MB: You’ve lived elsewhere, haven’t you, in Australia?  You were in 

Perth for quite a while, I think. 
  
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: What happened there? 
  
 RS: Well, I got released from prison after doing fourteen years of a gaol 

term or fourteen years and I got released in November 1999.  Now, I 
was living at a place called ‘Way Back’ – it’s a place at Harris Park, 
near Parramatta – and they house men on methadone and give them 
accommodation but it’s only for a short period of time – three months 
– and then you have to move on. 

 
26.13  Well, I was staying with the ‘Way Back’ Foundation and the social 

worker there kept ringing me up and saying, “Your brother from 
Western Australia’s been ringing and he needs to talk to you, dah, 
dah, dah, dah, dah”, and I just kept saying “I don’t want youse to tell 
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him my phone number or where I’m living” but my brother, being 
persistent as he is, he kept ringing and ringing and ringing and so I 
rang to find out what was so important.  Well, the crimes I committed 
back in the middle ‘80s, alienated me from my family, my family didn’t 
want anything to do with me, you know, because, you know, it was a 
serious crime, somebody lost their life and I had to pay the price for 
that.  And, well, I rang my brother and he said, “Look, you know, 
we’ve been trying to track you down for the last month, mum’s been 
very ill, dah, dah, dah, dah.  She passed away two weeks ago”.  Well, 
you know, because I had no contact with my family for nearly twenty 
years, you know, to me it was like a stranger dying, it’s “So what?” 
you know, and being on drugs for all them years and being homeless 
and being in prison it just turned me hard, it just turned me rock hard.  
You know, it’s like I had no feelings, no emotions, and I just said to 
my brother, “Well, what’s up?” I said, “What do you want?” and he 
said, “Well, I want you to come to Western Australia, I want to pull 
you into the business”.  You know, we had a little construction 
business going and, you know, he couldn’t get anybody to work for 
him over there so his opportunity was he would get me over there, 
employ me, you know, the family. 

 
28.16  You know, but three months after I was there the bottom line was he 

made a promise to mum on her deathbed, saying that he’d get me 
over there and look after me and keep me in line and, you know, it 
was a promise that he made.  You know, well, I lived with my brother 
and worked for him for about twelve, thirteen months, you know, and 
then it just went bad.  You know, they say, you know, never work with 
family, or don’t get into a business with family, which is true.  You 
know, like, he seemed to be like, you know, “I’ll pull you into the 
business sixty/forty”, he said, “You get forty per cent, I get sixty per 
cent”.  I went, “Yes, fair enough”, and I found out, fifteen months 
down the track, thirteen months down the track that he was getting X 
amount for a job and telling me that we were only getting X amount 
for a job and over a thirteen month period, he didged me of about 
eighteen thousand dollars on jobs, right, and we just had a big fall-out 
and I just said, “Well, I’m no longer working for you, I’m just going to 
leave, do my own thing”, you know. 

 
 MB: So what did you do? 
  
 RS: Well, I just left and I just lived in Perth, you know, for seven years. 
  
 MB: How’d you survive there? 
  
 RS: I was on the disability pension and in Perth it’s a lot cheaper for 

accommodation, so I could afford – I had a little two bedroom unit in 
Subiaco right behind the Eagles’ football ground.  It was fully 
furnished and it was costing me a hundred and forty dollars a week 
for a two bedroom unit, fully furnished. 
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30.11 MB: That’s very cheap by current Sydney standards. 
 
 RS: Oh yes, oh yes, very much.  I was in that unit for about eighteen 

months, nearly two years and then when the big mining boom hit 
Perth, you know, I got a letter from the real estate saying that the 
landlord has upped the rent.  And I said, “Yes, O.K, fair enough, he’s 
upped the rent thirty or forty dollars”.  Well, lo and behold my rent 
went from a hundred and forty a week to three hundred and twenty a 
week. Well, I couldn’t afford it, you know, being on the pension, you 
know.  I would’ve paid two weeks’ rent and I would’ve had ten dollars 
left for food, so I couldn’t have had power put on, I couldn’t have had 
anything.  So I had to leave that accommodation and the only thing I 
could get in Western Australia at that time was in a caravan park.  I 
was paying a hundred and sixty dollars a week for a twelve berth 
caravan, you know, which is you walk in and it’s four metres, five 
metres long by two metres wide and I was paying a hundred and sixty 
dollars a week for that.  Well, it got to the point, I just said, “I can’t 
afford – I can’t stay here any more”.  You know, so I woke up one 
morning, got my pension, rang Qantas and asked when was the next 
flight to Sydney because I grew up and I was born in New South 
Wales so I know that there is accommodation in Sydney that I could 
go to if I haven’t got any money; they’ll give me credit until I get me 
payments.  So I did: I got on a plane and come to Sydney, you know.
   

 
32.08 MB: So you'd had experience of all these problems before you went 

to Perth? 
  
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: This must have been the time when you got out of prison after 

your fourteen years. 
  
 RS: Yes, fourteen years, yes. 
  
 MB: You were familiar with how to look after yourself - - -  
  
 RS: Oh yes. 
  
 MB: - - - if you didn’t have a home to go to. 
  
 RS: Yes.  Like, the bottom line is, like, if you’ve got to live and do it tough 

you have to, you have to adapt, you’ve got no choice, you have to 
adapt. I wish the Department of Housing would turn around and say, 
“We’ve got a place for you”, but I don’t see that happening in the next 
twelve to eighteen months to two years.  When I spoke with the lady 
down at the Housing Department, “Oh”, she says she’s just been 
given the portfolio for the priority housing sector.  And she said, “Ron”, 
she said, “you're eligible for priority housing now”.  She said, “Without 
all these support letters from your doctors and everything” she said, 
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“everything you’ve told me”, she said, “I can tell what you're saying is 
being honest”, she said, “and I believe it”.  She says, “You're eligible 
for priority housing now”. 

  
 MB: But the housing is in such short supply, I suppose that’s the 

issue? 
  
 RS: Yes, yes. 
  
 MB: What do you think are the main causes of homelessness?  

There’s an awful lot of homeless people in Sydney these days. 
 
33.49 RS: Oh.  You know, like probably at the moment you’ve probably got 

seven to eight thousand homeless youth; that’s just the youth, that’s 
just the young kids. 

  
 MB: And why do you think there are so many young kids on the 

streets? 
  
 RS: Oh, you know, a lot of them are rebels, a lot of them, family 

breakdowns; you know, there’s a lot of social factors, like violence in 
the home, abuse in the home,  like parents, there’s been sexual 
violence.  It’s a wide range of issues, why people are homeless. 

  
 MB: What about the blokes that you're sharing with at Mission 

Australia?  I think on your floor you said there were seven other 
blokes – is that right?  

  
 RS: Yes, yes. 
  
 MB: What sort of stories do they have?  Are they similar to you or 

different? 
  
 RS: Yes, they're sort of similar, you know, but see like there’s a bloke on 

our floor at the moment, he’s around my age – fifty one – and he’s got 
a job, he works, he’s a storeman for Myers in the city here.  And, yes, 
he’s a similar background, alcoholic, addict.  Just, you know, when 
you become an addict, that’s the main priority: your addiction comes 
before anything else: food, a roof over your head, anything, the 
addiction comes first, everything after that is secondary.  And it’s true, 
you know, and like I've broken that cycle at the moment.   

 
36.07  I don’t use illegal or illicit drugs, I’m currently on a treatment 

programme and I’m on prescribed medication, and I haven’t got that 
need or the urge to use illicit drugs any more.  If it’s around me I walk 
away. I don’t stand around and wait for that urge to tap me on the 
shoulder and say, “Hey, I’m back”. I try and keep my mind busy doing 
other stuff. 

 
 MB:  What do you do to keep your mind busy? 
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 RS: Oh.  Like, at the moment up at Mission Australia I’m doing a course 

called ‘Compass’.  It’s sort of tackles everything around addiction, 
self-worth, self-esteem, character building, learning to be honest with 
yourself.  You know, because if you're not honest with yourself, well 
what’s the point of trying to deal with these issues if you're literally 
talking bullshit.   

 
 MB: Is that helpful? 
  
 RS: Yes, it is, yes.  Yes, I do it every Thursday for two hours from ten till 

twelve on a Thursday.  Yes, and there’s other courses there as well I 
can do like computers.  Computers scare me; you know, I go near a 
computer and I go blank, you know. 

 
38.05  Like, I've been showed down at Centrelink how to log on and search 

for this and search for that and dah, dah, dah, and as quick as he told 
me it I lost it.  You know, I don't know whether it’s me or I just haven’t 
– computers don’t interest me. I like doing things with my hands, you 
know. 

  
 MB: Do you?  What sort of things do you like to do? 
  
 RS: Oh, you know, I like going fishing.  You know, if I’m given a place and 

it’s got a yourd, you know, I’ll try and turn the front yourd into the best 
yourd in the street.  You know, I’ll do landscaping and stuff like that. 

  
 MB: Are you saying that one of the problems when you're homeless 

is it’s actually quite hard to keep yourself busy?  Is it, or are you 
busy if you don’t have anywhere to live? 

 
 RS: Not really.  If you're homeless, you know, like you walk around the 

streets of Sydney any day of the week and you'll see homeless 
people.  You know, they're sitting there with their bags and that’s all 
they're doing, they're just sitting; you know, they're quiet as anything 
and they'd be sitting there.  Like, there’s a guy that sits up on Oxford 
Street and he sits on a corner and he’s got two big signs, you know, 
but there’s one thing I’ll give him: he’s honest, you know. 

  
 MB: What do the signs say? 
  
39.53 RS: He says, “I am homeless.  Would you please help”, you know, “I’m an 

alcoholic”, you know, “I need money for a drink”, you know, and that’s 
what he says on ‘is sign but he’s being honest.  You know, like I 
walked past him the other day and even though I’m still in contact 
with Carol at the YWCA – sometimes Carol gives me some vouchers 
for KFC and Pizza Hut and stuff like that – you know, I walked past 
this guy the other day and I said, “Look, mate”, I said, “I’m not going 
to give you money”, I said, “for grog”.  I said, “But take two of these”, 
and that gave him two meals.  You know, all he had to do was go 
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there, hand it over and he would’ve got food straight away, you know.  
And when I gave them to him he said, “Mate, this is no good to me”.  I 
said, “Well, mate”, I said, “you’ve gotta eat”.  You know, I said, “You 
have to eat, mate”.  And that’s one thing about Sydney: you know, if 
you're homeless in Sydney you will never go hungry, never; there’s 
that many places around Sydney that give out free food. 

  
 MB: Is that right?  Can you tell me some of them? 
  
 RS: You’ve got the Matthew Talbot.  You know, you can go there three 

times a day and you can get a breakfast, hot breakfast, lunch and a 
dinner three times a day.  They’ve got soup vans and food vans that 
pull up at certain parks and reserves and you can go there and it’s all 
food that’s been discarded from restaurants, you know, and there’s a 
mob now they’ve got about ten vans that they just drive around to all 
the businesses around the city at the end of the day and all the 
businesses give them good food. 

  
 MB: That would otherwise go to waste? 
  
41.53 RS: Like other words it’s been made on that day and if it wasn’t bought 

they'd throw it in the bin.  But now there’s vans that go around and 
there’s volunteers that go round and collect all this food and you can 
get a slip of paper and it tells you everywhere on this bit of paper 
where the food vans are, where you can get: food, clothing, 
assistance. 

  
 MB: Where does the piece of paper come from with all that on it?  

You're not sure which agency it comes from? 
  
 RS: Yes.  Well, you could go down to the YWCA and they’ve got a thing 

down there and it’s called ‘Give me Shelter’.  You know, it’s a 
pamphlet about fifteen mm thick and it’s got everything in there from 
free food, you know, accommodation, boarding houses, everything all 
over the city and the suburbs as far as Strathfield, Lidcombe, all 
around the area, the suburban area.  You know, but like today you 
could go up to the Salvation Army on Crown Street and it’s got a big 
sign on the window it’s got at street level.  Right, you go down around 
the back and you go down a driveway and underneath of the 
Salvation Army store there’s a drop-in centre where people can go 
every day and get a hot lunch. 

  
 MB: What do you think is the reason for that, that it’s so easy to get 

food that you'll never go hungry - - - 
 
 RS: Yes. 
 
 MB: - - - on the streets of Sydney, it’s so easy to get food but it’s so 

hard to get - - - 
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 RS: Accommodation, yes. 
  
 MB: What do you think the reason for that is? 
  
 RS: The government’s not doing enough; the government’s not doing 

enough for the homeless, you know.  Like, everybody wants – like me, 
I want a place I can call my own, I want a place I can call home. 

 
44.08  You know, and there’s probably forty thousand other people out there 

that want the same thing, but the way things are going, you know, 
with this so-called recession we had to have or we’ve had, you know, 
and we’re supposed to be coming out of it, we’re supposed to be 
growing quicker than any other country in the world, we’re growing at 
a faster rate - if that’s the case, you know, why have we got 
thousands and thousands and thousand of homeless people?  Surely, 
you know, the government can say, “Well, O.K, let’s deal with this 
problem.  Let’s get fair dinkum”, instead of trying to whitewash it, you 
know, “But, yes, we’re doing something, we’re giving X amount of 
millions to the homeless”.  But out of every dollar the government 
gives to the homeless, the homeless would probably see ten cents 
out of every dollar, right, because the rest of it goes in administration 
and wages and this and that and excuses.  And, you know, they’ll 
waste two, three million dollars on doing a survey, and that two, three 
million dollars could house twenty people …… …… …… ……. 

  
 MB: Yes.  I was just wondering when you're sleeping rough and so 

on or even now when you're at Mission Australia, do you have a 
bit of a network of people that you know or does that vary a bit?  
Like, do you come across people that you’ve known in the past 
or - - -  

  
45.59 RS: Yes, yes.  You know, like I've seen blokes, you know, that are still – 

like I went to Western Australia and lived there for seven years and I 
came back and there’s people still in the Matthew Talbot, you know, 
that were there seven years ago, you know, and they're still at the 
Matthew Talbot and they're still – you know, because they’ve got 
alcohol issues or they’ve got drug issues, you know, and that comes 
first, you know.  And they go to the Matthew Talbot and the Salvation 
Army and St Vincent de Paul and, you know, like I could go down to 
Francis Street now – yes, still got time – I could walk into the St 
Vincent de Paul, the Sacred Heart, and I could give me pension card 
and straight away they’ll give you a ten dollar food voucher for 
Woolworths.  And if you need a bus ticket or a train ticket they’ll write 
you up a slip so you’ve got bus fare or train fare for the day – you 
know, they only do it for the day – but you can only go down and get 
assistance once a month. 

  
 MB: But you have to show your pension card? 
  
 RS: Yes, you have to show your pension card. 
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 MB: So that could be assistance for anybody on a pension as 

opposed to not necessarily homeless? 
  
 RS: Anybody on Newstart, anybody on the pension, anybody.  Anybody 

can walk in there and they’ll give them a little keycard thing for 
Woolworths for ten dollars and that gets them ten dollars’ worth of 
food.  You know, it might not seem much but to the homeless, to 
someone that’s - - - 

  
 MB: Sure. 
  
48.00 RS: - - - you know, that’s a lifesaver for them, you know, that’s a gift, you 

know. 
  
 MB: You’ve talked mainly about men for obvious reasons – you're 

staying in a place that’s a facility for men and Matthew Talbot 
and so on but what about women?  Have you come across 
women like at times when you’ve been sleeping rough and so on 
– are there many women out there? 

 
 RS: Yes, yes, but the ratio from men to women, you know, would be 

twenty to two.  You know, like in all my time I've seen probably four 
women roughing it in the last ten, fifteen years; all the rest are blokes, 
you know.  You know, but then again, I was talking to a bloke where 
I’m living and he comes from Manly, and there’s a mob over in Manly 
that hang around the park and they drink, you know, and there’s half 
a dozen women or something amongst that crew, right.  But whether 
they're sleeping it rough or whatever I don't know but they're in the 
park and they're doing what the blokes are doing, drinking, yahooing 
and carrying on.  And, you know, like there was a bloke staying with 
me up at Western Australia and he went over to Manly last weekend, 
you know, for the day to see his ex girlfriend and he’s come back on 
the Saturday night and he didn’t look right, you know, it wasn’t the 
bloke I've met before, you know, it was like he’s taken something.  
And I've said, “What are you on, Gary?”  “Rrr, rrr, rrr, rrr, rah”, he got 
real angry and stroppy.  And then on Monday he just left, Monday of 
this week.  He’s come out in the morning and he was angry and the 
social worker told him to go for a walk, cool down. 

 
50.04  You know, he just went straight to his room and packed his gear, you 

know, come out and said, “I’m leaving, I want my money back”.  You 
know, he had no idea where he was going.  He said he was going 
back to Manly, you know, and he left Mission Australia with fifty two 
dollars and nowhere to go. 

  
 MB: What do you think that was about because he wasn’t being 

thrown out, was he? 
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 RS: No.  And David said, “You're welcome to come back, you know, if you 
want”.  And it’s not like they’ve kicked him out, he left on his own 
accord.  You know, he didn’t do the wrong thing: he paid ‘is rent, he 
done this, he done that, you know, but it had something to do with ‘is 
ex girlfriend, you know.  But they were his issues.  You know, I tried 
to talk him outta going but he had that tunnel vision and that’s all he 
was doing, that’s what he wanted and nothing was going to stop him, 
you know. 

  
 MB: So, for you from now on what you're hoping is that you will get a 

place in public housing of some kind. 
  
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: You might have to wait a long time. 
  
 RS: Yes.  You know, but I've known people as well that have been on 

priority and they’ve got it within three months. 
  
 MB: It probably just depends on when the vacancies come up. 
  
 RS: You know, geez.  Like, I've got all my medical reports, I've got all the 

support letters, everything they’ve asked for and more, you know, and, 
you know, like I’m trying to find someone that will go in, who’ll ring 
them up on my behalf and say, “Look, you know, this guy’s really 
trying.  You know, what’s the chance of bumping him up the list or, 
you know, helping the guy out?” 

 
52.03  You know, because put it this way, the great Australian dream of 

owning your own house is long gone.  You know, if you're a person 
like me that’s on a disability pension and had a criminal record and 
bad credit you’ve got nothing, no chance, nada of owning your own 
home, you know, because no one’ll touch you, no one’ll have a look 
at you, nobody will give you that chance. 

  
 MB: Well, I guess yes, and you can’t pay for it anyway because 

you're on such a limited income. 
 h 
 RS: Well, that’s it, you know. 
  
 MB: Is Sydney worse now than it used to be? 
 
 RS: Back in the ‘90s, you know, like Sydney was rifled with drug 

problems.  You know, well, they’ve seemed to clean that up a bit, 
which cleaning that up reduces crime, but there’s a lot more violent 
crimes going on around the city now of people getting attacked,  
people being bashed for no reason, all that sort of stuff, you know, 
that’s happening. 
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 MB: But you think that’s not really drug related because you're 
saying there’s less - - -  

  
 RS: No, it’s not, it’s not drug related.  It’s just anger, you know, like 

aggression, you know, related – but I’m not worried about all that, you 
know, I’m just worried about myself.  You know, I want what’s best for 
me, and I feel that I've been through enough hell, you know, I 
deserve a chance. 

 
54.06  You know, I don’t care what anyone says, I've paid my time; I done 

the crime, I paid my time, my debt to society, you know.  And I want a 
chance where even if it’s public housing through the Housing 
Department, you know, that’s a place that I can’t get evicted unless I 
do something seriously wrong, you know. 

  
 MB: But if you take care of it you'll be fine. 
  
 RS: Yes, and it’s a place I can call home, you know, I can choose who 

walks through that door, you know. 
  
 MB: We’ve covered quite a lot of ground today.  I’m just wondering if 

there’s things that you think we need to talk about that we 
haven’t talked about.  You know a lot more about this subject of 
homelessness than I do - - - 

 
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: - - - and I’m just wondering if you’ve got any thoughts about 

things that we haven’t covered that we should have talked about 
today. 

  
 RS: Well, what do you think? 
  
 MB: I don't know.  I guess this is a bit out of left field but one of the 

things I've noticed while I've been doing this project and I've had, 
you know, not a lot of contact but a bit of contact with people 
who are homeless or people who work with homeless people is 
how important it is to have a mobile phone, that it is really 
integral to actually being able to access things so that if I need 
to talk to you I can ring you on your phone. 

  
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: And so if people wanted to talk to you from Social Security or 

Centrelink or something - - -  
  
55.49 RS: Well, that’s what happened the other day.  I was sitting up at Mission 

Australia and my phone’s rang and, “Hello, is Mr Sewell there?”  I 
said, “Yes, speaking”.  They said, “Oh, this is Melissa from 
Centrelink”.  I went, “Yes?”  She goes, “I’d just like to inform you that 
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your disability pension has been granted.  You know, you're now on 
the disability pension.  You'll receive your first payment on the 14th of 
September of six hundred and fifty dollars and X amount of cents”.  
Yes, but it is.  Like, because you're homeless, right, you have no – oh, 
there’s a place in Sydney where you can get all your mail sent and 
you go there every day and check your mail.  It’s called ‘Haymarket’ 
and it’s on Bourke Street, I think – I think it’s on Bourke Street – yes, 
but you can go there every day and you can get your mail sent there.  
You know, you can go there every day and get vitamin tablets, you 
can see doctors, like street doctors and it doesn’t cost you anything 
because you're homeless, and it’s a place where you can kick back 
and relax.  There’s another place down here called ‘The Station’.  It’s 
on the corner of la, la, la – oh, I forget.  

 
 MB: In the city? 
  
 RS: Yes, it’s in the city.  It’s only about a ten minute walk down the road 

here. 
  
 MB: It’s not down in Erskine Street or Margaret Street? 
  
 RS: Erskine, that’s it, on the corner of Erskine and it’s called ‘The Station’ 

and you can go in there and you can get legal help and advice and 
you can see psychologists, you can see case workers, food.  You can 
go there at lunch and have a nice, hot meal for lunch.  Like, I went 
there the other week and walked in and got given sausages, potato 
and veggies, you know, for lunch; you know, it was a nice lunch, it’s 
the sort of meal that you'd cook at home of a night, three sausages, 
mash and veggies, and that’s what they gave for lunch, you know. 

 
58.17  Same as the Salvation Army at Crown Street do the same, you know.  

Like, they give you three free meals, three on credit then normally it’s 
a dollar, a dollar coin donation for lunch, you know.  And with the 
Salvation Army as well with the homeless you can see the welfare 
officer there and they give you a ten dollar voucher for food.  But with 
the Salvation Army they’ve got their own little grocery store 
underneath as well and for ten dollars you walk out with two to three 
big bags of food, like all the stuff you need like coffee, toiletries, you 
know, canned food, soft drinks, biscuits, pastas, everything, ten cents 
an item.  

  
 MB: I think what you're saying there is that is actually a lot of 

assistance in one way or another. 
  
 RS: Yes. 
  
  MB: It’s assistance to sort of keep you going. 
  
 RS: Yes. 
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 MB: It doesn’t solve the problem. 
  
 RS: Doesn’t solve the problem. 
  
 MB: But it keeps you going. 
  
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MB: And I suppose for people who are - - -  
  
 RS: See, they help you with electricity.  You know, like if you get an 

electricity bill and you can’t afford it you take the bill to them and 
they’ll write out a cheque and pay your power bill for you.  You know, 
but the people I've seen down there doing that, you know, they're off 
their head on drugs and they're just bleeding the system because 
they can, and that needs to be more scrutinised, I reckon, personally, 
you know. 

 
60.00  You know, “Show us where you’re your money’s gone”, “We want 

receipts to see what you’ve spent the money on”, you know.  Is your 
drug dealer going to give you a receipt?  Don’t think so. But yes the 
government needs to help with housing the homeless more, or, you 
know, do something, be seen to be doing something. Because public 
opinion for the homeless is, you know, “So what?  They got 
themselves in that situation”.  You know, but there’s many factors, 
you know. 

  
 MB: Well, you’ve told me about a lot of them today.  That’s been 

really helpful, thank you, Ron.  I really appreciate you coming in. 
  
 RS: That’s all right. 
  
 MB: It’s been great. 
  
 RS: Yes. 
 
 Interview ends 
 

 
 
 


