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Homelessness, Public Housing and Racial Discrimination in the Northern Territory

We are still waiting on the full analysis of the 2001 Census.  However, if the 1996 statistics are anything to go by, the rates of Indigenous homelessness
 in the Northern Territory may be described as a national disgrace.

As at 1996, Australia had a total homeless population of 105 304. The Northern Territory had by far the greatest rate of homelessness on a per capita basis, being 523.1 people per 10 000, compared to the next greatest rate, being Queensland with 77.3 people per 10 000.  The lowest rate was in Victoria with 41.0 per 10 000.  

In addition, the Northern Territory had the highest percentage of people falling into the ‘primary homelessness’ category. The primary homelessness category includes people without conventional accommodation, such as those living on the streets, sleeping in parks, squatting in derelict buildings, or using cars or railway carriages for temporary shelter ie in the most extreme situations of lack of rights. Seventy one percent of the total homeless population in the Northern Territory were in this category, compared to the next highest rate, being Western Australia with 20%, 19% for Queensland and 7% for Victoria.  People in this category are often long term homeless: 

[T]hree-quarters of the people living in improvised dwellings were in the same dwelling one year before the census.  People who ‘sleep rough’ often move around, and some families with higher incomes can probably exit from the population.  But, overall, this is a low turnover group.

Nationally, 50% of the people in Australia who were in this primary homelessness category were Indigenous.  By state and territory, the Northern Territory had by far the highest Indigenous population in this group at 89%, with the next highest being Western Australia at 54% and then Queensland at 38%.  Victoria had the lowest rate (1%). 

These 1996 Census results showed the disproportionate rate of Indigenous homelessness in the Northern Territory and they are consistent with local perceptions about homelessness as an ordinary part of Territory lifestyle. There is a large number of Indigenous people living in public space in and around Darwin, camping around the edges of town, on the beaches and on Crown land. Referred to variously as ‘long grassers’ or ‘itinerants’, some people have lived in this way for most of their lives and consider these places to be their rightful home.

Until recently, the most evident public policy response to this situation has been a targeted sustained campaign of legal regulation and harassment, particularly by the Darwin City Council (DCC),
 primarily with the aim of moving people out of sight, and ideally out of town. DCC by-laws prohibit a range of activities in public space, including even the most basic human activity of sleeping between sunset and sunrise (DCC By-law 103) or leaving personal belongings unattended (DCC By-law 100). Over 70% of the people fined by the DCC under these two by-laws have been indigenous.
 

Yet, the Northern Territory Government (NTG) has historically refused to review its public housing program, managed by its department, Territory Housing, and to investigate in any systematic way why the program appears to have failed to meet the accommodation needs of so many Indigenous people. 

Many ‘long grass’ people living in public space around Darwin have attempted to live in public housing and failed, often faced with threats of eviction for ‘noise and nuisance’, and other complaints.  It should seem obvious that the European models of public housing provided by Territory Housing do not accommodate Indigenous cultural needs and obligations, in particular to welcome and accommodate extended family, sometimes for lengthy periods of time, to sit outside, make fires, and cook bush tucker.  The1999 – 2003 Commonwealth State Bilateral Housing Agreement recognised that a key priority for the Northern Territory Government should be to take action to address:

…issues particular to urban indigenous housing [which] include the strong cultural obligation to accommodate extended family and groups.  This has often been the trigger for a range of tenancy issues, including neighbourhood disputes and domestic violence.
  

The Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services has also reported that:

…there are fundamental problems with the way houses for indigenous people are designed and built, especially in the rural and remote regions of Australia.  For example, houses are often designed in ways that do not meet indigenous people’s cultural needs…’

The findings of the Report, ‘The Long Grassers: A Strategic Report on Indigenous ‘Itinerants’ in the Darwin and Palmerston Area’ also support the proposition that the Northern Territory’s public housing program in urban areas has failed to accommodate the special needs of Indigenous people. The Report recommended that:

General

A set of culturally appropriate accommodation options need to be available for those people leading a long grass lifestyle who are not prepared to leave Darwin and who have a need for accommodation…

Housing Design

The need for culturally appropriate design of accommodation.  It is recommended that Territory Housing carry out a review of rental housing stock for indigenous tenants to ensure housing design is culturally appropriate and will cater for extended family groups and Aboriginal living practices.

Tangentyere Council, an Indigenous organisation based in Alice Springs, made submissions to the Federal House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs: Inquiry into the Needs of Urban Dwelling Indigenous People.  The Council called on the NTG to develop and implement housing standards for urban public housing that suit Indigenous people:

We feel that it is time for a complete investigation into the standards applied to the construction of public housing in urban areas as it is clear that increasingly the occupants of these houses will be ‘welfare’ tenants of whom the majority will be Aboriginal in the Northern Territory (emphasis added).

During the same inquiry, the Indigenous Housing Association (‘IHA’) in Darwin also highlighted that the NTG’s approach to provision of accommodation in urban areas has been culturally inappropriate for Indigenous families. The IHA stated that:

The Northern Territory unfortunately is lagging behind in its approach to provide culturally appropriate and affordable housing for indigenous Territorians.  The paternalistic approach of government, coupled with the politicising of indigenous issues, has been the main contributor to the reasons why indigenous people are still disadvantaged and have the lowest home occupation and ownership in Australia…


Government policies have remained fundamentally assimilationist…

…the solution for homelessness could be found in the building of culturally appropriate housing.  The conformity of building a three bedroom dwelling, as does the Northern Territory Government, where three generations of family are required to live in the same dwelling is no longer appropriate.  Current NT Housing Rental Policy is that one or two people cannot reside in a three bedroom property.  Therefore the property must be vacated.  This is probably appropriate for European society.  However, in indigenous culture, which is also highly transient, the children/grandchildren visit between families and is not considered ‘permanent tenants’.  As in European culture,  where each generation is expected to find there own accommodation, indigenous society expects and even demands that family as provided shelter indefinitely…

…indigenous housing needs vary and differ greatly from European needs.  As indigenous families are traditionally bigger and incorporate different generations, the traditional ‘three bedroom’ European dwelling as entirely in appropriate and does not encourage traditional indigenous family culture.

The views of the IHA in 2000 were a reiteration of research almost 20 years earlier:

Most of the urban housing available today is designed to suit assumed ‘typical’ households, those of nuclear families, Australians of British origin.  Variations such as flats and hostels are available for those who don’t quite fit the nuclear mould, but these options neglect the cultural diversity, the diversity of lifestyles, and the ranges of household compositions which actually occur in Australian society.  Aboriginal people, whose cultural norms differ more obviously from the majority Australian population than those of any other group, are the most seriously affected by inappropriate housing.

Most recently, on 20 September 2002, the Long Grass Association, a local grass roots association of long grass people and their supporters, launched its Vision Statement.  The Vision Statement was released at the ‘Freedom to Sleep’ Concert held outside the Northern Territory Parliament in protest at the Darwin City Council by-laws and stated that:

The Department of Housing [Territory Housing] is seen by many Indigenous people as a Balanda (non-indigenous people) organisation operating for Balanda, trying to force Indigenous people to live under Balanda laws which means excluding extended family members from staying in their home.  In Indigenous culture family is the number [one] obligation and this includes the extended family.  Looking after family members, even if they have a drinking problem, is an obligation that cannot be abandoned.  The Department of Housing has not accommodated for Indigenous extended families which continues to result in a very high rate of failed tenancies.  Territory Housing refuses to disclose any information about these figures.
 

However, despite the extensive evidence available that public housing models are culturally inappropriate for Indigenous people living in urban areas, Territory Housing continues to refuse to develop culturally appropriate designs. Instead, its primary solution has been to implement educational and punitive strategies to force Indigenous people to live in a ‘European’ way in particular by not have extended family to stay.  The Department has focussed on strategies for dealing with the ‘noise and nuisance’ problems associated with Indigenous people trying to live in European models of accommodation.  The strategies have included:

· A more responsive approach to complaints

· Requirements for references and introduction of 3 month leases

· Quarterly checks of yards

· Living Skills courses and post-allocation support…

It is understood that part of the Living Skills courses, which are designed specifically for prospective and current Indigenous tenants, is to educate Indigenous tenants to turn extended family away ultimately through the use of Trespass Notices. 

In law, the NTG is under an obligation to deliver the public housing program in compliance with the provisions of Anti-Discrimination Act (NT).  Under the Act, the NTG is under an obligation to accommodate the special needs that Indigenous people have by reason of their race to the extent that this is not unreasonable.

It is suggested that the NT public housing program fails to accommodate the special needs that Indigenous people by reason of their race in the way that housing is designed.  This failure is unreasonable - and therefore unlawful - in the context of the Indigenous-specific homelessness rates of the Northern Territory.

The NTG has asserted that it would be unreasonable to invest public funds in ‘purpose built’ accommodation designs for Indigenous client groups.  Yet, there appears to be no reluctance to take this approach when it comes to client groups such as ‘seniors’ or people with disabilities.  Territory Housing takes pride in promoting its Seniors Villages and its capacity to accommodate the special needs of people with disabilities, or single parents.  Territory Housing’s web site tells us that:

Rental accommodation will be provided to meet the needs of identified groups of tenants, including:

· Seniors villages to cater for older Territorians;
· Dwellings which are adapted for people with disabilities
· Single parents who require secure space for their children and easy access to schools, public transport and facilities
· Other groups of tenants with particular housing needs.
…We believe that many seniors want to live amongst people of their own age who have similar lifestyles and sleeping patterns.  For example, an older person may not want to live next to boisterous children playing or people who keep late hours.  Subsequently some cluster housing has been set aside for seniors…


Design features include:

· Security screen doors and security bars to louvre windows

· Covered carports, verandah areas, and storerooms

· Features suited to senior’s needs such as grab rails in the bathroom, flick mix taps and door handles instead of knobs

· Hard wired smoke detectors

· Screened private open spaces; and

· Attractive common ground landscaping…

Territory Housing appears to accept its obligation to accommodate the special needs of [non-Indigenous] seniors, and people with disabilities, in accordance with its obligations under the Anti-Discrimination Act (NT).  
The time has come for the NTG to face up to its legal and moral obligations to do the same for Indigenous people, who are by far and away the most significant group of prospective public housing tenants (I e people who are homeless) in the Northern Territory. 

Hardly an unreasonable request, don’t you think?

Cassandra Goldie

October 2002

� The term ‘homelessness’ is used in this article to refer to people who were defined as ‘homeless’ in accordance with the three-tier categorisation applied by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. In fact, some people living in these circumstances consider where they live to be their home and do not consider themselves to be ‘homeless’ at all.  The three-tier categorisation is as follows: Primary homelessness - people without conventional accommodation, such as those living on the streets, sleeping in parks, squatting in derelict buildings, or using cars or railway carriages for temporary shelter; Secondary homelessness – people who move frequently from one form of temporary shelter to another. It covers: people using emergency accommodation (such as hostels for the homeless or night shelters); teenagers staying in youth refuges; women and children escaping domestic violence (staying in women’s refuges); people residing temporarily with other families (because they have no accommodation of their own) and those using boarding houses on an occasional or intermittent basis; Tertiary Homelessness – people who live in boarding houses on a medium to long-term basis.  Residents of private boarding houses do not have a separate bedroom and living room; they do not have kitchen and bathroom facilities of their own; their accommodation is not self-contained; and they do not have security of tenure provided by a lease. 
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� The NTG and other agencies including Darwin City Council, ATSIC, Larrakia Nation and other stakeholders are engaged in developing strategies for dealing with long grass/‘itinerant’ people in Darwin and Palmerston as part of the ‘Itinerants Project’.  It is hoped that one of the outcomes of the Project will be the development of more culturally appropriate accommodation options.  However, at the time of writing, no commitments have been announced. 


� Cassandra Goldie is Coordinator of Darwin Community Legal Service and is undertaking a PhD into homelessness, human rights and the law at the University of New South Wales. She welcomes comment at cassandra@dcls.org.au.
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