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Answers to the NSW Parliamentary Inquiry by the Aboriginal
Housing Company

30 April 2008

Michael Mundine | CEO

1. What is the current position of the AHC in relation to the properties on the
‘Block?

a) How many are tenanted?

There are 16 occupied houses on the Block. All of these unsafe and unhealthy homes are
tenanted by Aboriginal families, with severe overcrowding, homeless Aboriginal men,
women and families sleeping rough on the Block, and another generation of Aboriginal
children subjected to poverty, crime and drugs.

b) How many are vacant?
The are 11 derelict and blocked up houses on the Block.
¢) Isthe AHC currently underfunded...

In or around 1996 the NSW Government, specifically the former Minister for Aboriginal
Affairs Andrew Refshaugie, reneged on a tripartite agreement to transfer existing Department
of Housing stock to the AHC to replace rental properties on the Block the AHC agreed to
demolish, as tenants relocated. This commitment was intended to match the Federal
government’s contribution of $6 million to the relocation program. This broken promise
resulted in rental income losses to the AHC exceeding $1 million.

In 2000 the NSW government renewed its interest in the Block and made further
commitments through the Redfern Waterloo Partnership Project to support, help develop and
fund the proposed Pemulwuy Project.

In 2004 the NSW government reneged on this agreement also and withdrew the promise of
funding for housing and the redevelopment of the Block. Instead, the NSW government tried
to bully the AHC into an agreement which would have given exclusive possession and
management control of the Block and other AHC owned lands and properties for a period of
twenty years. The conditions of continued support by the NSW government aiso included,
that the AHC’s Aboriginal board be replaced by government appointees; that the current
CEO step down to be replaced by a government employee in the capacity of General
Manager; and that the AHC borrow $2 million from Macquarie Bank, a loan which would be
underwritten by the NSW government.

Currently the AHC receives no government funding. The NSW government withdrew all

financial support from the AHC when it rejected the government’s conditions. To quote the
Minister for Planning Frank Sartor “if we gave you funding you would have no reason to
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negotiate with us”. Clearly the intention was to use the withdrawal of funding as a coercion
tactic.

Fortunately the AHC has restructured its operations and has become financial independent
despite the government’s attempts to bankrupt the organisation. The Pemulwuy project will
be independently funded and will no longer require financial support from the NSW
government.

2. Please provide a broad overview of what needs to be done in this area to provide
adequate housing for Indigenous people?

In 1999, the Aboriginal residents on The Block were suffering from a range of issues most of
them resulting from people coming into the area from outside the community. The Block
regularly witnessed drug overdoses of family and friends, drug and crime related deaths,
rapes of young Aboriginal women, and watched a generation of children becoming subjected
to the drug and crime culture.

Since then the AHC has, through its own recourses and efforts, reduced the social problems
and crime on the Block significantly.

Through the AHC’s intensive planning process and in consultation with the Redfern
community, the Pemulwuy Project Concept Master Plan was lodged with the Department of
Planning in October 2007.

The plans are for a mixed-use development including commercial uses and family housing
consistent with the newly adopted Built Environment Plan (BEP) and SEPP. The following
stages of the overall scheme are:

e Stage A
Residential multi-unit unit development situated in the area bounded by
Eveleigh Street, Vine Street, Louis Street and Caroline Street.

e StageB
Elders spiritnal centre on Vine Street and a Health and Fitness
Centre/Gymnasium on Caroline Street

o Stage C
Commercial and retail development at the corner of Lawson Street and
Eveleigh Street
e Stage D
Hostel and Health Care Facility on Caroline Street
¢ Stage E
Art Gallery (along the Railway side to the southern end of Eveleigh Street)
e StageF

Commercial development (along the Railway end of Eveleigh Street)

To be able to provide affordable housing for Aboriginal people the Pemulwuy project should
be allowed to proceed without further delay or government interference.

3. What is preventing completion of the Pemulwuy Project?
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The needle bus continues to be a big impediment to the successful completion of the
Pemulwuy project because it continues to be a honey pot for drug dealers and drug users.

Likewise, the NSW government is preventing the Pemulwuy project from being delivered,
specifically the Minister for Planning and his department are putting up obstacles through the
protracted and confusing Part 3A planning approval process. The AHC began the approval
process with the Department of Planning over 12 months ago.

Examples of the delays include: the department of planning took nearly six months to provide
the AHC with the Director General’s requirements, and when the AHC did finally receive the
DGRs, the requirements were in some cases unreasonable or even unachievable at this stage
of the planning process. To put this into context the CUB $2 billion redevelopment received 3
pages of DGRs while the AHC’s small development received 7 pages of requirements. So
more than twice the information was required to approve the AHC’s project than it would to
approval the construction of a whole new inner-city suburb or the equivalent thereof.

Furthermore, the Department of Planning has insisted the AHC provide information as to the
governance and financial operations of its organisation in direct contradiction to the
Minister’s public statements to the media in relation to ignoring the nature of the applicant or
end users of a project during the planning approval process of ALP financial donors who
have projects awaiting approval from the Minister.

The Department of Planning is also demanding around $60,000 to assess this first stage of the
Pemulwuy Project despite the AHC’s charity status. Ref'to Col James.

4. How will completion of the Pemulway Project affect the Indigenous community
and the Redfern community more broadly?

The Pemulwuy Project will alleviate some of the current homelessness and overcrowding in
the Redfern community. Current statistics show that Aboriginal people are six times more
likely to live in overcrowded housing and the although the rates of homelessness are hard to
completely quantify due to hidden homeless in Aboriginal communities, studies have found
increasing Aboriginal homelessness in inner-city Sydney. Affordable housing and the
possibilities for homeownership will create stability, safety and security and well-being for
Aboriginal families. The Pemulwuy Project is intended to bring back key workers and their
families back to live on the Block and to celebrate Aboriginal culture and tradition.

The plan also offers rejuvenation of the Redfern area. A strong vibrant Aboriginal culture can
only add to the richness of the area. The Project with its award winning Crime Prevention
through Environment Design (CPTED) plans safe spaces for both the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous community. The benefits of the plan are both direct and indirect, which are
outlined below:

Direct and Indirect Benefits of the Pemulwuy Project

Organisation/Group Benefits

(Cost-benefits are implied}

Local Residents € IwirygE




Local Aboriginal
Community

Local Aboriginal Youth

“Other Aboriginal .
‘Communities in NSW &
Natlonally

Police

Emergency Services

H_ea.lth Services

Drug & Alcohfgzl_'széﬁicés

Homelessness

Local Businesses

Community Services

Departmenf of Houéing
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Local Government

State and Federal
Government

Education

Prison Services

Juvenile Services

Source: Pitts, Angela. "Community Social Plan: Pemulwuy Redevelopment Project Redfern.” Redfern, NSW:
Aboriginal Housing Company Ltd., 2001.

5. How will the re-developed Block area assist Indigenous people accessing
services?

Historically the denial of services to residents of the Block was primarily a result of the
dangerous nature of the neighbourhood. The plan is to make the neighbourhood safer for
service providers to provide for the needs of the community. However, the AHC anticipates
that the need for welfare type service will be minimised due to a greater number of new
residents will be homeowners with greater independence. The Pemulwuy project will lift the
perception of disadvantage and poverty and replace it with an image of hope and pride.

A perfect example on non welfare services provided to the community is the City of
Sydney’s Redfern community centre.

6. What is the timeframe for completion of the Pemulwuy Project?

This will depend on the NSW Planning Minister Frank Sartor and how quickly the approval
can be received.

7. How does the Pemulwuy Project propose to provide home ownership to
Indigenous families?

The AHC’s homeownership model is currently being developed by the lawyers and will be
released in due course.

8. In your opinion, what is the key issue affecting Indigenous people?
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Simply housing is the most important issue affecting Aboriginal people at the moment. There
is a smorgasbord of issues which when traced back all have a root cause of inadequate house.
For instance if your homeless you’re less likely to have good health, or be able to find a job,
or go to school.

9. In what way is Redfern symbolic for Aboriginal people?

The Aboriginal settlement of the Block is both National and State Heritage listed for the land.
This land has special significance as part of the high ground used by the traditional people of
the area and was possibly the last resting place for the remaining 62 members of the clan who
fell victim to small pox after European colonisation. The site then became a preferred
location for the Aboriginal workers at Eveleigh Railway Yards. In 1973, it was partially
acquired for the Aboriginal community by the Whitlam Government to establish the AHC.
The AHC was the first Aboriginal housing collective in Australia The whole site was
gradually acquired by the AHC, which provides affordable rental accommodation to
Aboriginal families. This acquisition was as a genuine attempt to create an innovative self-
determining community of Aboriginal households secure on the first urban land rights in the
nation. The Block, was home of the Aboriginal civil rights movement and the first Aboriginal
confrolled organisations in Australia (the Aboriginal Medical Service and the Aboriginal
Legal Service). Redfern has been a beacon and meeting place for Aboriginal people from
around Australia with an Aboriginal network of services and facilities and employment.
Redfern acts as a cultural trading post and has attracted Aboriginal people from all over
Australia, There is a strong sense of community even if you are not from the area.

After 30 years of escalating drug and crime problems, government neglect, lack of funding
and failed planning attempts, The Block has deteriorated with all the socio-economic and
physical characteristics of an archetypal American ghetto -including: increasing violence,
social tensions, alcohol and substance abuse, drug dealing and drug-related crime, and a
dilapidated and inappropriate housing stock.

In 1999, the Aboriginal Housing Company began initial steps to rebuild a better enviromment

for this urban Aboriginal community. The AHC’s grass roots redevelopment project resulted
in one of the most ambitious projects mounted by any urban community in the Country.

10. In your opinion, does the National Indigenous Housing Guide reflect the needs of
Indigenous people?

The National Indigenous Housing Guide has played an important role in the Pemulwuy
project brief to the consultants and architects.

11. Should there be an independent coordinating body monitoring a framework of
service provision for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people?

The AHC is an independent organisation and has no interest in a government monitoring
body.

12. What would you like to see come out of this Inquiry?
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The AHC would ask the Inquiry to make the following recommendations:

1. That NSW Health removal of the needle bus;

2. That the Department of Planning waive the assessment fees and
expedite the planning approval for the Pemulwuy project;

3. That the civic square proposed for Lawson Street be given the
appropriate support by the NSW government.
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INDIGENOUS HOUSING DESIGN: SOCIAL PLANNING DETERMINANTS AT REDFERN

Col James, Angela Pitts, Dillon Kombumerri

As the social problems of metropolitan Indigenous communities grow more complex, architects
and urban planners find themselves increasingly involved in synthesizing physical environment
goals with social and economic goals. By way of a case study this paper examines the initial
steps to achieve better housing for an urban Aboriginal community in Sydney. 1t outlines the
housing design implications resulting from a set of agreed objectives identified in the
community social planning and consultation process.

One of the most notorious Aboriginal communities in Australia is the ‘Block’ at Redfern, now 30
years old and at the end of its third wave of self-destruction and renewal. In the early 1970s
lack of any appropriate housing in the market led to the formation of the Aboriginal Housing
Company (AHC) on a site of approximately 0.8 ha, with 85 dilapidated Victorian terrace
houses, two industrial buildings and located next to Redfern railway station. Incorporated in
1973, it was the first Aboriginal housing collective in Australia. It was acclaimed in the Whitlam
era as a genuine attempt fo create an innovative self-determining community of Aboriginal
households secure on the first urban land rights in the nation. The Minister for Aboriginal
Affairs, Gordon Bryant argued that: “It will be a model for inner city communities who wish to
preserve their homes and the identity of areas.” He said that the project was significant in that
it gave urban Aborigines a rare opportunity and incentive to develop as a community. !

Following this brave beginning and a decade of non-indigenous backlash followed by a decade
of alcohol abuse and despair, the third decade saw the infiltration of a heavy drug culture and
associated street crime. During 2002-03, in response to the escalating social problems and the
deteriorating housing stock, the AHC Board, staff and local volunteers? developed the
‘Pemulwuy Redevelopment Project’ for inclusion in the NSW Strategic Plan for Redfern,
Eveleigh, Darlington (the RED Strategy), with welcome encouragement from the NSW
Premier's Department, South Sydney City Council and the University of Sydney. A major
outcome of this project will be 62 homes commemorating the Gadigal people, the original
Sydney tribe who were wiped out by smallpox and other colonial impacts shortly after
European settlement, Pemulwuy was a famous Aboriginal warrior who led the resistance to
early European occupation in the Sydney region.

The AHC Community Social Plan

The agenda for the Pemulwuy Redevelopment has been driven by the AHC Community Social
Plan, prepared by Angela Pitis, a Black American researcher of the University of Sydney. The
Community Social Plan3, driven by the AHC, was a grassroots response, through a
comprehensive planning process, to the magnitude of the physical and social degeneration on
the Block, the severe stress and social disadvantage experienced by the Aboriginal tenants
and the continued inaction on the part of relevant government bodies and institutions. The plan
has guided and facilitated the AHC's commitment to the regeneration of new sustainable and
culturally appropriate housing for the Redfern Aboriginal community and the rebuilding of the
spirit and sense of community for the former and prospective residents of the Block.

The Community Social Plan provided avenues for the Aboriginal community to express their
vision, goals and objectives, which were incorporated into strategies and guidelines for the
Redevelopment Project. A set of 12 Social Planning objectives were identified in the
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. and parking areas. The project design wilt discourage lanes and alleyways and will encourage
activity generators such as local recreation and sporting activities.

5. Supporting families, women and children

Redfern already has a high concentration of Aboriginal support services serving the
metropolitan area, but is in need of family support services. The project design wili encourage
facilities and services providing positive parenting and family provision. Murawina, (a former
kindergarten site on the Block) has been proposed as a special family support unit to help
families to flourish in the new development .

6. Aboriginal health

As part of the overall planning strategy, the AHC held a series of workshops on health and
sustainability that focused on the Indigenous Housing for Health Guidelines” and additional
requirements for wheelchair access. A specific room type to be known as the ‘home clinic’ will
combine the second bathroom, required by the social housing standards for three and four
bedroom apartments, with habitable laundry provisions and a spare bed for family members
who may have an infectious disease. lt is intended for this room to enjoy garden access for
recuperation and solar drying, and also to serve purposes that country laundries in rural houses
used to provide.

7. Aboriginal identity, culture and spirituality

The reputation of the old Railway View Hotel in Eveleigh Street had degenerated to become
symbolic of the Block as a poisoned waterhole. The hotel, currently converted into offices, is to
be removed and the site ceremonially cleansed to make way for a new commercial building
including a hostel for visitors to Redfern and indigenous students at nearby Tertiary and Adult
education centres. In addition a billabong will be created to act as a rainwater detention basin
but which also will be activated and planted to represent of the mixing of salt and fresh water to
become bubbly brackish water symbolic of the reconciliation process. &

Life-size sculptures of Pemulwuy, the Rainbow Warrior and Murawina mother and child are to
be commissioned to inhabit the new development and public places, to inspire all and
particularly the next generation. The history of the early residents on the site, the Gadigaf clan,
and the Aboriginal railway workers from all over NSW, who helped build the railway system and
were employed at the nearby Eveleigh railway workshops will be remembered. Recent history
will also be recorded, e.g. Prime Minister Paul Keating’s Redfern oration, in 1992, which not
only contained an apology to Aboriginal people, but set an agenda for change to meet
Aboriginal aspirations by 2002. The speech will be recorded graphically in a public place.

8. Training, skills development and employment

Employment of local Aboriginal youth in particular will be contracted through building
apprenticeships with the Redfern Aboriginal Corporation. Gardening, caretaking, laundering,
security work and revolving public art and craft will provide ongoing work. In addition it is
intended to commission wood-crafted door handles, letter boxes, notice boards and signs from
the local Tribal Warrior Association who have used these skills on local houses and boats.

Support accommodation for students will also be provided with 30 rooms in the hostel together
with internet café and recreation outlets. (In 2002 there were over 300 Aboriginal students
enrolled at Sydney University.)

9. Ownership and management
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studies will be conducted upon completion to inform constant monitoring by the social planner
and the AHC. Reporting through funding bodies should ensure worthwhile feedback for other
Aboriginal communities.

Michael Mundine says he sees no reason why Aboriginal families in Sydney should not enjoy

the best housing design possible. It is anticipated that the Pemulwuy Redevelopment Project
will provide models that will significantly reform the provision of urban Indigenous housing.

[word count: 2,298]
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Sustainability advice has invelved both local designer Michael Mobbs (Mobbs, M. (1998), Sustainable House: {iving for
our future, Marrickville: Choice Books) and long-term supporter Nick HoHlo (Hollo, N. (1995), Warm House, Cool House:
inspirational designs for low-energy housing. Marrickville: Choice Books) who have guided practical applications of ideal
provisions.

Johnson, Chris (2003), Greening Sydney: Landscaping the urban fabric. Sydney: Government Architect Publications.
Coombs, H.C. (1972), The Future of the Australian Aboriginai, (George Cohen Memoriat lecture). Sydney: University of
Sydney.






