Legislative Assembly-Parliamentary Questions on Notice
Responses from Mr R Carroll, AHO Board member
1. What is the key challenge for improving the life expectancy of Aboriginal People?

Firstly, I personally believe that we can significantly improve the life expectancy of our people if we provide them with decent, adequate and culturally appropriate accommodation that is located within the mainstream of every community and not within a Public housing estate or Aboriginal residential enclave.
We only have to look at the range and extent of social problems such as unemployment, alcohol and drug abuse, family violence, youth disengagement within the education system and overall community dysfunction that was, and in many cases still is endemic within Public housing estates such as Minto, Mount Druitt, Campbelltown, Gordon Estate-Dubbo, Ashmont-Wagga Wagga, Pioneer and Parkinson Crescent-Griffith and the list goes on and on.

As if it is not difficult enough, being and identifying as an Indigenous person, but to also have the added disadvantage and burden of living, trying to survive and raise a family in any Public housing estate that has a stigma and reputation of being violent, crime ridden and dysfunctional is definitely not the type of environment that is conducive to extending the life of any member of the community let alone an Aboriginal person. In fact I believe that the constant worry and stress of living in this situation will significantly shorten or reduce the length of any resident’s life. 
The vast majority of Indigenous people that I know and converse with do not want to live in such an environment. They are proud people who want to retain and strengthen their Aboriginal culture but reside in an area of the community that is safe and harmonious and exposes their family members and children to a life of hope and opportunities that other non Aboriginal members of the community experience on a daily basis.

Secondly, If we are to extend the life of Indigenous people and ensure that it is at least on par with the non Aboriginal community, then it is imperative that every effort be made to ensure that Aboriginal members are encouraged, supported and have equal access to the whole spectrum of training and employment opportunities.

At the moment the national unemployment level is running at 4% which is supposedly a 30 year low, but despite record levels of employment, and booming mining and tourism industries Aboriginal members of the community are still the most neglected, disadvantaged and unemployable group when it comes to filling vacancies in those sectors.

If we were to also take the Community Development Employment Program (CDEP) “Work for the Dole Scheme” out of communities which in many cases is the only form of skills development and part-time employment for many Aboriginals there would be massive unemployment and the real unemployment figures for Aboriginal people would be running at between 80 to 90 per cent.
When an Aboriginal person is employed in a meaningful position it not only “gives them a reason to get out of bed in the morning” but their whole outlook and attitude to life, family and community undertakes an immediate and complete transformation.
They have all of a sudden gone from being perceived as an “unemployed, dole bludging burden on society” to some one who is providing for themselves and their family and making an overall positive contribution to the community.

They also dramatically reduce their consumption of alcohol and illicit drugs and in turn and are less likely to be involved in incidence of family violence and other crime because they are sober, clear minded, healthy, focussed and realise they have to go to work each day in order to keep their job and income and provide their children with the possessions and educational opportunities that other non Aboriginal families have.
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.       

2. What is the AHO doing to ensure that Indigenous people are not living in overcrowded conditions in the properties it administers?
I would have thought that an appropriate response to this question would be that the AHO is working very closely with Housing NSW to ensure that all Aboriginal clients are being matched with and allocated dwellings that are aligned with their accommodation needs.

In the event that an Aboriginal individual or families housing need has dramatically changed then suitable arrangements are being put in place to ensure that those clients changed accommodation needs are being met either through the offer of alternative housing or relocation.

 The AHO through its Registration process, data collection and HACP is able to identify areas of overcrowding within Aboriginal communities and is providing funding to acquire additional larger dwellings and is increasing the room numbers of community housing stock through extensions in order to alleviate overcrowding.
Further the AHO has also been encouraging Aboriginal community housing providers 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. 
4. Should there be an independent coordinating body monitoring a framework of service provision for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people?
I was always led to believe that was the primary responsibility of the NSW Dept of Aboriginal Affairs.

I thought that DAA’s role or core function was to monitor and ensure that all levels of government were providing a coordinated and integrated level of service delivery to Aboriginal communities in NSW.

If this is not the role of DAA then perhaps now that they have a Regional presence through being relocated to Regional ICC Offices that they should be taking on this additional responsibilities.

But if this was to happen they would not be independent of the NSW Government so there are advantages and disadvantages to this proposal.

I also believe that another critical issue that is directly impacting on the lives of Indigenous people in this State is the ongoing reluctance and at times outright refusal of our peak Indigenous bodies to acknowledge and engage with each other, share information, planning opportunities and resources and treat each other in a respectful manner for the betterment of our people.

There is a long list of historical reasons behind the current poor working relationship between these groups that range from personality problems between senior staff and Governing and Advisory Boards, wanting to retain decision making and advisory power to outright jealousy of one another and this is working to the detriment of all Aboriginal people in this state.
I believe that if their annual recurrent funding and budgets was tied too, and conditional on developing good working relationships and partnerships with each other then we could finally start to achieve sustainable outcomes for Aboriginal communities.  

