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Preface

Safe and appropriate housing is essential to the well-being of all people.  
Without adequate housing, health is at risk and people are unable to make 
the most of the education, training and employment opportunities that will 
help them and their families get on in life.

The Department of Housing and Works recognises the important 
contribution it can make to the lives of so many Western Australians and 
is working with the Equal Opportunity Commission and other government 
and non-government agencies to continually improve the services it 
provides, to meet the reasonable expectations of all stakeholders.

Our organisations are working together, and with Aboriginal people, to 
make the best use of our combined resources to address  
their housing needs.

Yvonne Henderson Bob Mitchell 
Commissioner for  Director General 
Equal Opportunity Department of Housing and Works

The Housing Inquiry

Over the last five years claims of housing 
discrimination by Aboriginal tenants 
have taken up major resources for the 
Equal Opportunity Commission.  As a 
result the EOC set up a two year Inquiry 
examining less favourable outcomes for 
Aboriginal people.

The Inquiry found there were many areas 
where the policy and practice of DHW 
tended to provide greater difficulties 
for Aboriginal people who had large 
families, family violence, and parents and 
grandparents in poor health, poverty and 
previous Homeswest tenants.

For some Aboriginal people regular 
periods of upheaval due to premature 
death, chronic disease and disability, 
and neighbourhood disputes about 
cultural issues and obligations foreign to 
most Australians added to this.

The challenge for DHW was and is for 
groups of Aboriginal people who have 
one or more of these needs to not 
be treated less favourably because of 
policies and procedures that were not 
intended to have this effect.

This challenge is compounded by some 
in this group not knowing how to ask 
for things, their frustration and anger 
because they do not know how to get 
their situation across and their worry that 
they were or are being treated unfairly 
- even if this is not the case - all of which 
happens when you become used to not 
being treated fairly by others.

DHW and EOC have begun to work 
through the difficulties and the challenges 
of meeting the needs of this group 
of people.  We have begun to better 
understand how layer upon layer of 
disadvantage and cultural difference can 
impact on the ability of both staff and 
clients to communicate with each other.

This reform and review process will 
require an on-going learning strategy 
and joint effort from the next few months 
to two years to put in place.  The 
measure of success will be how well 
DHW policy, funding, and practices 
can be continuously improved so 
they do not result in less favourable 
outcomes for Aboriginal people - the 
most disadvantaged group in Western 
Australia.

While DHW has done some good 
work on this in remote Aboriginal 
communities, the focus of the Housing 
Inquiry and this statement is on 
mainstream provision of housing in 
country towns, regional centres and 
metropolitan Perth, where cultural needs 
are often unknown, overlooked, or not 
taken seriously.
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Working together, and with Aboriginal 
people, to make the best use of our combined 
resources to address their housing needs.
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Better Housing for Aboriginal people 

Actions

Since this report was tabled, there have been a number of significant improvements 
in services that will have a positive impact on Aboriginal clients.  These include:

It is estimated that the State’s population 
will rise to 2.5 million people by 2026,  
an increase of 32 per cent. Up to  
380 000 more dwellings will be required, 
placing extra pressure on homebuyer 
affordability and the housing sector. 
Changing demographics mean that the 
housing sector will need to become 
more flexible in the range of housing 
types provided. Aboriginal people make 
up 20 per cent of the Department’s 
Homewest clients.  

Housing and Works is focusing on 
three key areas of change:

• Getting more people into houses

• Improving Aboriginal communities 

•  Improving building and 
infrastructure

It will play a far greater role in holistic 
approaches involving the community, 
private sector and government in 
addressing the major social issues 
being confronted by Aboriginal people 
in the remote communities and regional 
centres throughout Western Australia.  
It intends to take a leadership role in 
this matter and will be expecting all 
staff to be aware of the cultural, social 
and economic issues and working on 
finding innovative ways to overcome the 
challenges Aboriginal people are facing. 

Department of Housing and Works is repositioning itself to meet the challenges it expects to face 
over the next 20 to 30 years.  

• Maintenance services include a  
7-day-a-week after hours emergency 
service.  Longer term planned 
maintenance is carried out as 
required. An additional $5.0 million 
was provided for maintenance in 
2003/2004 and has been maintained 
each year since with an allowance for 
inflation.

• The Capital Works Program targets 
areas of greatest demand and where 
waiting lists become excessive. A 
challenge for the Department is to 
have its family houses fully occupied.  
Currently one quarter of its large 
family houses are under occupied.  
Acquisition of 116 new houses with 
4 or more bedrooms commenced in 
2005/06.

• Five Community Legal Centres 
located in Kununurra, Port Hedland, 
Geraldton, Kalgoorlie and Bunbury 
have been contracted to employ and 
train five Aboriginal Tenant Advocates. 
The advocacy and education service 
is independent from the Department 
and is provided to Aboriginal tenants 
in public and private housing to 
maintain their tenancy. 

• An In Home Practical Support 
(Homemaker) program has 
commenced to develop the home 
living skills of Aboriginal participants. 
The program focuses on clean 
and healthy living practices, family 
budgeting and knowledge of tenancy 
obligations to maintain a healthy 
home. 

• Use of a Palm Pilot is being 
introduced to revise and standardise 
the creation of property condition 
reports so they can be printed rather 
than hand written. The devices 
can also take digital photographs.  
Pre-vacation inspections will be 
conducted using this technology with 
the tenant present.  An advocate may 
also attend.  It is envisaged that this 
new way of undertaking a property 
inspection will reduce disputes about 
the condition of the property and any 
liability. 

 • Career structures for Accommodation 
Managers have been improved 
with the introduction of Senior 
Accommodation Managers to give 
more emphasis on customer service, 
including cross-cultural issues.  

• Aboriginal Customer Support Officers 
are being located in the Cannington, 
Fremantle and Mirrabooka offices 
rather than the central office.  This will 
make them more accessible to clients 
and increase their capacity to provide 
support as soon as problems become 
apparent. 

• The Department participates through 
its regional offices in local Strong 
Family meetings and a senior 
manager is a member of the Strong 
Family Monitoring Group.

• It has been an ongoing objective to 
employ Aboriginal employees in 10% 
of its positions, as a step towards 
reflecting its customer base. The 
new structure of the Department has 
maintained Aboriginal representation 
on the Corporate Executive. 

• The Department provides 
opportunities for Aboriginal trainees 
and supports them with a mentoring 
scheme.  In 2005/06, 12 Trainees 
were recruited.  

• The Department has an on-going 
commitment to participation by all 
staff in cross-cultural training.



Several initiatives are currently 
underway.  These include:

• Under a  $12million housing package 
for Halls Creek, 36 new homes will 
be built and 20 existing Homeswest 
properties refurbished.  Construction 
will commence on 10 houses in the 
town camps and three houses in the 
town’s garden area during the 2006-
07 financial year. Refurbishments 
would begin later this calendar year. 

• The Supported Housing Assistance 
Program (SHAP) is to be extended 
in Halls Creek from 1 July 2006 to 
include an early intervention service, 
based on the homemaker program, 
for Homeswest tenants and people 
housed in the surrounding Aboriginal 
Town Reserves.  A full review of SHAP 
will be conducted in 2006/07.

• As part of the South Hedland New 
Living project, 480 Homeswest 
homes will be refurbished.  This 
will provide better public housing, 
opportunities for home ownership and 
increased employment opportunities 
for Aboriginal people.  

• A review of all correspondence to 
tenants is underway to make sure it 
is clear, unambiguous and customer 
focused.

• A handbook for tenants in public 
housing will be finalised shortly.  
This booklet is designed as a 
handy reference guide to help 
people manage their tenancy. It 
provides information on paying rent, 
maintaining the home and getting 
repairs done.

• A guide to housing in both the public 
and private markets for people with 
low English literacy levels is being 
developed jointly with the Department 
of Consumer Protection.

• A recruitment strategy and 
mentoring program for Aboriginal 
Accommodation Managers is being 
developed.  

• A new integrated training plan for staff 
in regional offices is being developed.  
Opportunities for appropriate training 
for all accommodation managers will 
be an integral part of this.  

• The budget for training in 2006/07 
will increase significantly.  By the 
end of June 2007, all managers will 
have participated in customised 
cross cultural training that focuses 
on increasing their understanding of 
issues faced by Aboriginal clients and 
staff.  

Future directions for improving 
services are:

• Building on the best – learning 
from successful initiatives in Western 
Australia and elsewhere and using 
these to provide better housing for 
Aboriginal people. 

• Communicating – making our 
message clear and finding the best 
ways to deliver it to Aboriginal people. 

• Responsiveness – engaging more 
with Aboriginal communities in the 
design of any new housing to meet 
local needs, and improving our 
response to complaints and appeals.

• Review and Reform – seeking new 
ways of doing business and making 
sure that these new ways cater for the 
most disadvantaged people. 

• Training – making sure staff 
participate in high quality and relevant 
training that improves their capacity to 
deliver services to Aboriginal people. 
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Monitoring and Reporting

The Department’s Director General will be responsible for the overall monitoring of the 
implementation of these actions.  In doing so, he will seek advice from the Aboriginal 
Housing and Infrastructure Council which reports to the Minister for Housing.  The 
Department will provide an update at six monthly intervals to the Equal Opportunity 
Commission until the issues raised have been incorporated in the Department’s overall 
reform process.  

The Department will also report on key issues in its Annual Report in 2005/06 and 2006/07.

The EOC Implementation and Monitoring Committee will continue to meet. Working together, and with Aboriginal 
people, to make the best use of our combined 
resources to address their housing needs.

Further information: contact
Department of Housing and Works  Equal Opportunity Commission 
99 Plain Street, East Perth, 6004 Level 2, 141 St Georges Tce Perth WA 6000
Phone:   (08) 9222 4666 Phone (08) 9216 3909
Toll Free: 1800 093 325 Toll Free: 1800 198 149
Fax: (08) 9221 1388  Fax: (08) 9216 3960
TTY: (08) 9221 3985  TTY: (08) 9216 3936
Email: askdhw@dhw.wa.gov.au Email: mailto:eoc@eoc.wa.gov.au.
Website : www.dhw.wa.gov.au Website www.eoc.wa.gov.au

A copy of the report Finding a Place is at  
http://www.equalopportunity.wa.gov.au/pdf/findingaplace.pdf JUNE 2006


