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Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage
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 March 2008

1.  AHO Board – What is the key challenge for the life expectancy of Aboriginal people?
Socio-economic status is a key indicator of health status and life expectancy.  Until such time as the low socio-economic status of Aboriginal people is addressed, their health status and life expectancy will remain much lower than non-Aboriginal people.

Socio-economic status can be improved through education, and economic opportunity.  Education and economic opportunity are also influenced by access to decent and affordable housing. 

The effects of poor quality housing, housing which is too expensive and overcrowding include increased levels of family violence, difficulties with going to school and studying, general instability of the family etc. Good quality, affordable and appropriate housing can also reduce health risks and other problems arising from living in unaffordable, overcrowded or temporary accommodation.  
Appropriate, stable and affordable housing supports people to develop a connection to their community, including service providers, which can result in improved access to education, health outcomes, enhanced community relationships, and can be a precursor to participation in education or employment.  
It is indeed imperative that every effort be made to ensure Aboriginal people are encouraged and supported to have equal access to the whole spectrum of training and employment opportunities.  Education, training and employment dramatically reduce consumption of alcohol and illicit drugs which in turn reduces the incidence of family violence and other crimes.

An Aboriginal person who is employed also starts to associate with and be part of a completely different social circle and develops new friendships and this in turn creates a whole raft of additional economic, social and sporting opportunities for themselves and their family members which will improve the overall health of the family.       
Studies have shown that social housing contributes to significant improvements in non-housing outcomes including greater feelings of safety and security, extra disposable income, improvements to schooling, and health-related improvements. 
Good quality affordable and appropriate housing is critical to supporting the health and well-being and social and economic participation of Aboriginal people.

There is growing evidence that improvements in housing promote better outcomes in health, education and employment, and reduce crime and family violence. 
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2.  What is the Aboriginal Housing Office doing to ensure that Indigenous people are not living in overcrowded conditions in the properties it administers?
The Aboriginal Housing Office (AHO) is committed to improving the housing, living conditions and quality of life of tenants by addressing overcrowding through a number of programs aligned with the Building a Better Future: Indigenous Housing to 2010 and Two Ways Together.

The AHO collects data on the number of tenants in each property under management by the Aboriginal community housing sector.  This data along with qualitative data collected through consultation processes informs the AHO’s decisions regarding the allocation of properties.  Whilst there is inadequate funding to address over crowding, the collection of data ensures that funding is allocated where there is greatest need.

Overcrowding is also performance indicator against which the AHO reports at the State and National levels.  

The data collected is also used to inform policy both at the State and National levels.  
As homelessness may be disguised as overcrowding the AHO is a member of the NSW Partnership Against Homelessness and the Partnership Action Resources Group (PARG). 
The AHO also works together with key stakeholders such as Housing NSW, the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, the NSW Aboriginal Lands Council, Aboriginal Community Housing Providers (ACHPs), NSW Health and the Office of Community Housing on improving access by Aboriginal people to housing  and to other services which can impact on housing.  
Finally, the AHO also works with ACHPs to maximise the overall room numbers of their current housing stock by ensuring that the bedroom size of a dwelling is matched with and allocated to appropriate Aboriginal individuals and families. 
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3. Are services diverted to rural and remote communities leaving a gap in services for urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people?
a.  If so, what do you think needs to be provided for these communities?

The diversion of $13.25M worth of Australian Government funding to remote and very remote classifications will impact on the provision of housing in NSW as noted in Question 10 of the Aboriginal Housing Office response.  
In NSW, affordability problems affect some 40% of Aboriginal households across all tenures and almost 70% of Aboriginal households in the private rental market.  Housing affordability stress means that after-housing income may be inadequate to meet other essential living costs such as food and health care.
Around 11% of Aboriginal households in NSW are overcrowded and most of these are in rental housing.  Overcrowding has negative consequences for health, education and family relationships, and can contribute to family violence. 
The Aboriginal homelessness rate Australia-wide is 3.5 times that for non-Aboriginal people.   NSW has an Aboriginal homelessness rate of 110 per 10,000 people, compared to 40 per 10,000 people in the non-Aboriginal population. 
The funding model needs to be representative of the acuteness of need.  NSW has the largest proportion of Aboriginal people and the majority of these live in urban areas.  The experience of hardship is not confined to remoteness.  
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4.  Should there be an independent coordinating body monitoring a framework of service provision for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people?

The NSW Department of Aboriginal Affairs provides a degree of policy co-ordination and a framework for key policy drives designed to improve services for Aboriginal people.

There have been previous efforts by both the NSW and Australian Governments to undertake various monitoring efforts although these have often been a “snap shot in time” approach.

A co-ordinating body and monitoring framework would not in and of itself provide a solution to addressing disadvantage amongst Aboriginal people.

Aboriginal people need improved access to and same quality of care and service by mainstream service provision as well as targeted services.  Within this context any co-ordinating body or monitoring framework would need to co-ordinate mainstream and targeted services.  Many would argue that this is already done by Government whilst others would argue that this can not be done effectively and in a way which delivers real change.
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5.  What would you like to see come out of this Inquiry? 
For Aboriginal Housing Office (AHO) I would like to see a number of outcomes in relation to this Inquiry.  

That there will be an understanding that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in urban settings face difficult circumstances in accessing affordable housing and this must be recognised in any funding model.
That further investment in Aboriginal social housing takes place to address projected demand and the backlog of maintenance and repairs. 

That the Inquiry support the restructure of the sector with the Sector Strengthening Strategy by adequately resourcing the repositioning and consolidation of provider organisations. 

That Aboriginal people will have better access to mainstream housing e.g. NSW public housing and mainstream community housing.
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