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SUMMARY  

 

The research reported here aimed to identify optimal models for sustaining tenancies for 

Aboriginal people in Alice Springs.  A key objective was to consider how current investments in 

housing and support services in Alice Springs could be enhanced by a framing of homelessness, 

housing vulnerability and sustainable tenancy within broader considerations of social inclusion and 

economic participation opportunities.  A better understanding of the dynamics of tenancy 

sustainability problems in Alice Springs has led to the identification of broader strategic responses to 

sustaining tenancies rather than specific models that address particular groups. Consistent with the 

Housing First approach our findings highlight that what helps tenants live well in a house into the 

future may be as much related to the social and economic opportunities and support services that 

can be accessed because of housing stability, as to developing specific skills and knowledge of 

tenancy rules and responsibilities or homemaking and home management. 

 

Key features of the policy context 

 

The Australian Government has applied a social inclusion framework to rethinking of policies to 

tackle disadvantage in Australia, including housing. The statistical profile of Indigenous 

disadvantage is well documented and has led to a set of reforms, resources and actions directed to 

Closing the Gap in disadvantage between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. Addressing 

homelessness is a major plank in responding to social exclusion as housing is often the key link in 

enabling homeless people, those at risk of homelessness and those experiencing multiple health, 

education and employment disadvantages, access to support services that will reconnect them to 

opportunities for social and economic participation. The National Affordable Housing Agreement 

(NAHA) introduced in 2009 has as one of its specific outcomes that ‘People who are homeless or at 

risk of homelessness achieve sustainable housing and social inclusion’. 

 

The agreements and programs governing responses to housing and homelessness have changed 

dramatically. From 1985 through to 2009, the primary response to homelessness in Australia was 

through the jointly funded Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) and the Crisis 

Accommodation Program (CAP). These programs funded 1500 community based services to provide 

supported accommodation to families and to specific high risk groups such as those with mental 

illnesses, substance abuse issues, youth, women and children. Under SAAP and CAP arrangements 

accommodation and support were combined and provided by a service provider with a specialised 

understanding of the issues experienced by their client group.  Once stabilised, the client would 

‘transition’ from their short-medium term accommodation to being fully independent in long term 

housing, most commonly public housing. However, both the long term wait for public housing and 

the disruption created by a shift to housing away from familiar supports (schools, transport etc) 

heightened the risk of  transition failure and a return to crisis and homelessness.  

 

New program agreements aim to move people quickly through the crisis system to long-term 

housing and at the same time provide help to reconnect people with education, employment and 

the community. The SAAP and CAP programs were largely discontinued and as part of the NAHA 

replaced by the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness (NPAH). The connections 
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between the housing reform agenda and the social inclusion agenda are very clear. Specialist 

homelessness services are encouraged to build strong working partnerships with each other and 

with mainstream services in order to connect clients to mainstream programs such as housing, 

health services and employment services that can deliver ongoing support, improve outcomes for 

clients and reduce the likelihood of homelessness happening again. 

 

With declining housing affordability and a retraction of public housing stock across states and 

territories, demand for affordable, long term secure housing outstrips supply. Access to long term 

secure housing is being assisted by the National Partnership Agreement on Social Housing and a 

Social Housing Growth Fund to increase the supply of social housing and provide opportunities to 

grow the not-for-profit housing sector. The Northern Territory Government has been slow to 

support the not-for-profit housing sector but in November 2010 announced the establishment of an 

Affordable Housing Rental Company (AHRC) to provide housing to people struggling to afford market 

rents but ineligible for public housing in both the greater Darwin area and Alice Springs. The AHRC 

will be managed by experienced providers from the southern states and will receive stock transfers, 

financial assistance and access to new land releases.  In Alice Springs, Tangentyere Council has 

created the Central Australian Affordable Housing Company (CAAHC) with the aim of separating 

housing management services to the town camps from the support services provided by 

Tangentyere Council, and over time to manage additional stock and to become a housing growth 

provider.  

 

In other states and territories a range of supportive housing/Housing First models have emerged. 

The rationalisation of the community housing sector from multiple small housing providers to larger, 

professionalised housing and tenancy managers, and the reform of transitional supported 

accommodation services, facilitated the development of a range of supportive housing models 

consistent with the key elements of a Housing First approach. These are: 

� People do not have to be assessed as ‘housing ready’ 

� Housing is provided as quickly as possible 

� People are provided with adequate and appropriate support services 

� People with alcohol and other addictions can access services 

� Housing is separated from the support, and 

� Focuses on a set of principles rather than a particular building type or model  

 

Specialist homeless services have been developing approaches to house and keep housed rough 

sleepers and the chronically homeless. Approaches have been trialled that find, engage and record 

names, assess needs, house and coordinate supports appropriate to each individual.  Homeless 

persons are not barred from housing because they have an alcohol, mental health or living skills 

problem, or even a combination of all three. Homeless people are securely housed in order that the 

issues that have made them homeless can be addressed through an individualised and coordinated 

program of support. Supportive housing coordinates the two essential elements in ending 

homelessness: quality housing and long-term tailored support services together in one place.  

 

The Housing First approach has clear potential for Indigenous people who are likely to be rough 

sleepers or chronically homeless for a number of reasons and to present additional complexities that 

emanate from experiences of marginalisation. This group would have experienced difficulties 
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accessing a transitional supported accommodation service targeting a specific high needs group. 

Furthermore Indigenous people, like the chronically homeless, need to be connected with as valued 

individuals so that support can be tailored to address their current situation and be changing 

overtime according to their developing aspirations and visions of the future.  

 

Alice Springs: the challenge for Aboriginal people 

 

In Alice Springs house and unit prices have risen significantly each year for the past decade 

resulting in extremely high housing costs; vacancy rates in the private rental market have been at 1-2 

per cent for most of the 2000s and effectively zero for much of this time; and a contracting and 

increasingly aged public housing system has made it difficult to access secure and affordable 

housing. This is particularly the case for the Aboriginal population whose income and wealth are 

much lower than non-Aboriginal Territorians.  To reduce overcrowding and improve housing 

amenity $100m is being spent on 85 new houses and infrastructure and on the refurbishment of old 

houses on the town camps. Despite this effort the natural population growth of Alice Springs 

Aboriginal residents and the increasing number of Aboriginal people coming to Alice Springs to 

access services —commonly referred to as ‘visitors’ but in reality a more complex issue involving 

voluntary and involuntary movements of short, long and indeterminate periods of time—results in 

housing demand being significantly greater than the housing options generally available.  Waiting 

lists for short to medium term accommodation are now common and staying with kin in town or in 

town camps can contribute to problems of overcrowding and anti-social behaviour. These are also 

major contributors to at-risk tenancies.  

 

Aboriginal people disproportionately rely on public housing. Given the combination of generally 

lower incomes of Aboriginal people and the targeting of public housing to high needs groups, the 

growth of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs is reflected in the high number of Aboriginal 

tenants in public housing  and the high proportion of Aboriginal people on the waiting list.  Waiting 

times for public housing in Alice Springs are between three and five years and even applicants on the 

priority list face wait for between 12 and 36 months.  This is directly related to the rate of 

homelessness in Alice Springs, which at 187 homeless people per 10, 000 people, and reportedly 

under-numerated, vastly exceeds the Australian average rate of 53. 

 

A range of social and cultural realities make it more difficult to access and sustain tenancies. 

Unemployment, education, substance abuse, mental health, along with cultural, kin and family 

obligations, and mobility realities can compromise access to housing, sustaining a tenancy when in 

housing and the opportunity to leverage the benefits that secure housing can provide. In a vicious 

cycle, the experience of homelessness can further entrench health, substance abuse, anti-social 

behaviour and other issues that create further barriers to accessing services, resources and 

opportunities needed to break out of homelessness.  In the NT the high incarceration rates is one 

manifestation of the compounded marginalisation experienced by Indigenous people. Incarceration 

rates for Indigenous people have increased by over 52% in the last ten years. Some 1600 Indigenous 

persons are incarcerated at any one time (800 over the current capacity of gaols) in the NT. Juvenile 

detention rates are also on the rise.  
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Alice Springs is a town with numerous work opportunities. As the Alice Springs Economic Profiles of 

2008 and 2010 remind us, Alice Springs has a broad based economy, low unemployment (currently 

2.5%) and skills shortages. Attracting and retaining a labour-force is an ongoing challenge for Alice 

Springs businesses, a refrain repeated by the social services interviewed for this research.  The 2010 

Review of the NTER notes that between 2007 and 2010 there has been an influx of population due 

to the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) and an increased uptake of skilled overseas 

workers, many on 457 visas.  

 

The situation for the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs is vastly different. Whilst officially the 

Aboriginal unemployment rate sits at around 14.2%, this is at odds with a range of reports that 

suggest the rate is both higher and increasing, especially as the drift from remote communities 

continues. Certainly the burgeoning youth population and heightened exposure of the town to the 

late night activities of disaffected and disengaged youth throws the spotlight on the need to develop 

more place based and responsive social and economic participation opportunities. Unfortunately the 

official labour force statistics of the town renders it off the map for eligibility for recent Australian 

Government investments in place based initiatives to address disadvantage. The question is: how 

can Aboriginal people be connected with opportunity and what role could optimal tenancy models 

and social inclusion initiatives (such as social enterprise) play?  

 

Most public housing in Alice Springs is focused on short term managed and transitional 

accommodation. Funding through the Nation Building Economic Stimulus Plan and the ASTP has 

delivered three new facilities and three refurbished facilities in Alice Springs. Two of the new 

facilities, Percy Court and the eight additional one-bedroom units at Goyder Street, are transitional 

managed accommodation facilities.  The remaining four facilities provide short term managed 

accommodation: three are in  response to the increasing number of Aboriginal people coming to 

Alice Springs to access medical and other essential services; and the fourth, Apmere Mwerre Visitor 

Park, is intended to reduce the number of visitors that stay with kin in the town camps or public 

housing.  

 

Aboriginal temporary mobility has been identified as a major contributor to homelessness and 

tenancy failure but until recently there was little attempt to understand the push and pull factors 

contributing  to mobility, or the connections between these factors and the duration of time away 

and accommodation needs. A recent AHURI study on Improving housing responses to Indigenous 

patterns of temporary mobility identified seven categories of Indigenous mobility that have been 

mapped  against available accommodation in Alice Springs. This exercise highlighted the problem of 

short-medium term accommodation options being blocked by hostel residents (migrants) staying for 

long periods of time whilst they wait for public housing or undertake long term health treatments.  

 

The recently renovated Lodges may ease congestion but numbers of renal patients (and 

accompanying families) has increased substantially and will likely take up any increase in beds. 

Besides, the hostels do not provide suitable long term accommodation for patients and their carers’ 

and accompanying family members for whom the patient/carer may be responsible. Transients who 

are especially vulnerable to chronic homelessness, those exiting a gaol sentence and the already 

chronically homeless are poorly provided for in the range of accommodation and support services 

currently provided in Alice Springs. As drug and alcohol abuse are often a contributing factor to the 
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homelessness or episodes of homelessness for these groups, access to support may be denied 

because the service requires compliance with rules that ban the use of drugs and alcohol.   

 

Achieving Optimal Tenancy Models 

 

The current supported accommodation and support model predominant in Alice Springs is contrary 

to achieving the aim of the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness to move people that 

experience homelessness quickly through the crisis system to long-term housing and at the same 

time help them to reconnect them with education, employment and the community. In Alice Springs 

people are not being moved into long term housing and support is predominantly contingent on 

being housed by the support provider.  Once the client leaves the accommodation their support 

effectively ends.  

 

The key program of support that is not tied to crisis and transitional supported accommodation is 

the Tenancy Sustainability Program (TSP). This program provides life skills training to public housing 

tenants and applicants, as well as residents of Town Camps, who require assistance to manage and 

sustain their tenancies. The TSP is delivered by Anglicare (town tenancies) and Tangentyere Council 

(town camp tenancies). TSP incorporates four main areas of living skills training: 

• managing money and resources 

• managing visitors and crowding 

• household orientation and functionality 

• maintaining a safe, healthy and hygienic home. 

One challenge is that the TSP focuses on living skills and insufficient attention is paid to the wide 

range of problems that impact on tenancy sustainability and recurrent homelessness. In particular, 

mental health issues, drug and alcohol addictions and family problems were referred to as issues 

that require specialist case management beyond the scope of the TSP. 

 

Housing options for the homeless and disadvantaged need to be more than short term and 

transitional housing models. The Department of Local Government, Housing and Regional Services 

(DLGHRS) and the Department of Health and Families (DHF) could prioritise the separation of 

housing management from the provision of support services.  The availability of long term housing 

needs to be improved and there are a range of innovative approaches utilising private investment 

occurring across Australia (eg Grocon) that could be explored. There is also a need to invest in 

building strong interagency collaborative approaches that draw on the best available evidence  

about service approaches that respond to identified issues such as mental health, drug addictions, 

life skills, but also systematically connect tenants to second chance education and social enterprise 

opportunities tailored each individual needs and aspirations. 

 

A key response should be to leverage the opportunity provided by current and future investments 

in housing and tenancy reform to support a suite of economic participation opportunities that 

ground training investments and provide pathways to sustainable work. Such opportunities are a 

peculiar gap in the service landscape of Alice Springs and even where they do exist, the linkages 

between these and housing and tenancy programs are often tenuous.  
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Improved access to social enterprise and social innovation type opportunities that can provide 

participation in different ways to employment is an area currently being developed in Alice Springs 

through the Desert Peoples Centre Social Enterprise Hub. The Hub aims to grow the social economy 

in central Australia through supporting social enterprise and social entrepreneurship, particularly 

those whose social missions targets the reduction of Aboriginal disadvantage, including employment 

disadvantage.   Opportunities exist for social enterprise to be developed in conjunction with new 

sustainable tenancy models in Alice Springs for improving social inclusion. The experience and 

expertise of Mission Australia in this area could also be leveraged to provide a suite of economic 

opportunities both tied to the housing facilities they are currently managing in Alice Springs ( Percy 

Court) and beyond. 

 

Three steps could be taken to move toward optimal tenancy support. In each step, leveraging 

of housing to produce social and economic participation outcomes must be integral to tenancy 

support. 

1. Immediate actions that utilise funds available under the NPAH and begin the process of 

changing from a transitional housing model to models consist with Housing First principles; 

2. Actions to grow the not-for-profit affordable housing sector for increased supply of 

affordable long term housing; and  

3. Actions to re-vision the delivery of public housing in Alice Springs.  

 

1. Immediate Actions 

There are four key NPAH core output areas that presently target funds to Alice Springs: 

a) A place to call home  

b) Street to home for chronically homeless people and rough sleepers 

c) Support to sustain public and private tenancies  

d) Assistance to people leaving child protection services, correctional and health facilities to 

access and maintain stable, affordable housing  

A place to call home 

Under this initiative program participants will be housed and supported for a 12 month period in a 

public housing dwelling managed by a non-government organisation. Through the provision of life 

skills, tenancy training and other support, participants will develop the capacity to maintain an 

independent public housing tenancy in the long term. Once the intensive support period concludes, 

the tenancy will be transitioned into public housing, that is, there is a change in tenure, not a change 

in premises.  

 

It is reported that Anglicare will run a place to call home program with eight houses from DLGHRS 

and that the form of support will be the provision of living skills training. There is really no reason 

why Territory Housing or the CAAHC could not be the landlord of the ‘place to call home’ dwellings 

from the start. It is not necessary that Anglicare, in this instance, be the landlord for the first 12 

months, when Anglicare could be the lead agency coordinating a comprehensive assessment and 

holistic client support program as required for the tenants of the eight houses, in collaboration with 

other support service providers.   Included in this collaborative response effort could be an agency 

that is prepared to work with the tenants/families on skills development (sewing – curtains and kids 
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clothes, men’s sheds, art, gardening etc) with potential for further education, training and social 

enterprise initiatives.   

 

With collaborative experience developed across the service provision industry in Alice Springs, there 

could be further changes: the Salvation Army’s Towards Independence Program could be reformed 

so that tenancy management of the houses is with DLGHRS or the CAAHC and the Salvation Army is 

the lead coordinating agency for a collaborative multi-agency response to the tenants of these 

houses. When and if the need for tenancy support is reduced or no longer required, the support 

could be extended to new tenants. As another example, Anglicare and Territory Housing could 

discuss turning the 27x2-bedroom units at Bloomfield St, or a number of them, into permanent 

public housing tenancies with collaborative support from agencies. This may include providing 

childcare to enable young mothers to access to second chance education or to be assisted with 

identifying and pursuing pathways to sustainable work.  

 Street to home initiative for chronically homeless and rough sleepers 

The Street to Home initiative aims to provide long term accommodation for rough 

sleepers/chronically homeless people with an assertive outreach support model to assist the 

formerly rough sleepers adapt to stable accommodation and to address major issues in their life.   

 

In Alice Springs two initiatives are referred to under the street to home NPAH core output. These are 

(i) the MHACA crisis and transitional housing support program for people with a mental illness 

through two beds in hostels, 2 one bedroom units and 1 two bedroom unit (units head-leased from 

DLGHRS) with three months intensive training in situ; and (ii) the Salvation Army will be funded to 

deliver a case management program to work with clients who cycle through homelessness at the 

Red Shield Hostel, as well as working with clients as an outreach program.  

 

Disappointingly, in a Territory with the Australia’s highest rates of homelessness neither of these 

two initiatives provides a Housing First approach. Rather, they rely on the clients in the two 

programs being able to accessing long term housing and then being able to sustain that housing with 

the skills they have acquired during their period in transitional housing, albeit with some initial out-

reach support. Even an integrated, holistic and tailored case-management service aimed at 

supporting homeless people until they are stabilised in longer term accommodation, will face 

difficulties when the availability of long term housing is a major impediment. There is clearly room in 

the Alice Springs context, for other street to home initiatives that do put housing first. The steps for 

developing a Housing First initiative for chronically homeless and rough sleepers are discussed in 

Section 5.4.  

Support to sustain public and private tenancies  

The NPAH states that it will provide funding to expand DLGHRS’s Tenancy Sustainability Program 

(TSP) which provides intensive case management and life skills training to public housing tenants and 

applicants, as well as residents of Community Living Areas (Town Camps), who require assistance to 

manage and sustain their tenancies. The TSP should not be expanded without reviewing the 

outcomes achieved under the current approach. The design of the review could be guided by the 

practices found by an AHURI study to contribute to positive outcomes for Indigenous clients and the 

key factors necessary for a successful program.  These are found in Section 3.4.  
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Percy Court 

The NT Homelessness Implementation Plan considers Percy Court to be part of the core output that 

supports sustainable tenancies.  This complex has eighteen 1-bedroom, seven 3-bedroom, and three 

4-bedroom dwellings, an administration building, a manager’s residence and a meeting room for the 

delivery of life skills training and other support services.  The complex will be managed by Mission 

Australia. The aim is that each year 28 households will receive accommodation, life skills training and 

other support services to enable their transition into stable accommodation.  

 

Presuming that the stable accommodation households move to will be public housing, this raises the 

question as to why Percy Court cannot provide permanent accommodation to 28 households with 

support provided from the start. Why isn’t a Housing First model being considered for this new 

complex? It has been suggested that the Percy Court layout and dwelling size and mix are not 

suitable for long term housing. However, careful tenant selection that identifies those  most likely to 

benefit from long term supportive housing, and participation in learning opportunities tailored to 

their aspirations, could provide a much needed new model that leverages housing investment with 

opportunities for social and economic participation.  In transferring Percy Court into a supportive 

housing complex built on Housing First principles, additional on-site services could be attracted that 

create appropriate pathways to education, training and livelihoods.  

Assistance to people leaving child protection services, correctional and health facilities to 

access and maintain stable, affordable housing  

Under this core output Alice Springs Emergency Accommodation and Youth Streetwork Outreach 

will operate a triage centre to provide an after-hours response to children and young people on the 

streets who are identified as being at risk. The triage centre will provide emergency accommodation 

for young people and connect them to support services and case management.  

 

For longer term youth options the foyer model has been used in a number of states to break the 

cycle of youth homelessness. ‘Foyer’ is an adapted youth accommodation model that provides long 

term (e.g. 3 years) accommodation on condition that education, training or employment is being 

undertaken. The approach is holistic, individual contracts and action plans are formed based on 

mutual obligation.  In Alice Springs there is a very high rate of teenage pregnancies and thus a need 

to examine how these young women see their future – what supports do they need to bridge the 

gap between their present situation and the ability to access local opportunities? Are there childcare 

facilities, or after school care facilities, that can assist with caring responsibilities and provide space 

for community activities, second chance education, skill development, training or mentoring.  

 

Similarly, what are opportunities for young men? How can they be assisted to re-find or build a 21
st
 

century identity as an Aboriginal Australian? Where is the targeted service model for them? In 

Melbourne, LADDER at Hoddle St is being supported by the AFL Federation.  Support is provided to 

young people to return to education and training whilst in the accommodation. Ex-footballer, Mark 

Bolton is interested in growing the ‘footprint’ of the AFL model and could be contacted to see 

whether a program could be initiated in Alice Springs. Could such a program be built around urban 

Aboriginal youth—starting from foundational skills, to apprenticeship learning with hands on 

building experience, to involvement in design elements, and so forth—thus eventually providing a 

pathway to sustainable work?  Could a similar approach be used to providing secure accommodation 
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and re-engagement to learning pathways for young people who have served a gaol sentence?  

Unless real efforts are made to develop nuanced accommodation and support models against 

named/identified people with real lives and aspirations, then the opportunity will be lost to 

transform Alice Springs into a socially inclusive town that provides benefits to all of its residents.  

 

2. Actions to grow the not-for-profit affordable housing sector  

 

Tangentyere Council has set up the Central Australian Affordable Housing Company (CAAHC) to 

provide housing management services to the town camps and to other agencies and overtime to 

become a housing growth provider.  Currently the CAAHC is sub-contracted to do property and 

tenancy management of the town camp houses and will tender for the contract of these houses 

when the current contract between the Commonwealth Government and the NT Government 

expires in 2012. It also has applications and tenders in for additional housing stock.  

 

In terms of the quantity of housing stock needed for a not-for-profit housing provider to become a 

growth supplier there is some question as to whether there is room in the NT for two not-for-profit 

growth suppliers, the other being the AHRC.  Regardless of the ability to be a significant growth 

supplier, it is important that the CAAHC is supported to grow (stock transfer, rationalisations and 

new stock through the policy of 15 percent of new land releases) to an economically sustainable 

scale so as to provide an alternative and flexible landlord operating in the social housing field 

currently dominated by Government.  

 

A viable and professional CAAHC would also provide the opportunity for the supported 

accommodation organisations to transfer the property and tenancy management of their dwellings 

to the CAAHC. This would free up time for these organisations to focus their attention on changing 

their support modes consistent with the types of outreach support provided under Housing First 

models.  The benefits of separating out the functions of property and tenancy management from the 

delivery of support services have been realised by agencies in other states and territories and much 

could be learned from studying these changes.   

3. Actions to re-vision public housing in Alice Springs 

 

The Department of Local Government, Housing and Regional Services, is the NT Government’s public 

housing provider and as such, the Territory’s largest landlord.  Since 2008 the role of DLGHRS has 

been extended to encompass Aboriginal remote community housing and Community Living Area 

(Town Camp) housing.  Public housing is increasingly equated with Aboriginal housing in the NT. In 

response to this reality is a re-visioning of policies and practices now required that would lead to a 

better fit between DLGHRS and its client base? Is a new flexibility and responsiveness required that 

would open up possibilities for more tenant participation in all aspects of housing provision and 

management, thus supporting decision making in aspects of everyday life and beyond. Is it possible 

to imagine a DLGHRS that saw its mandate as providing secure housing that, in coordination with 

support agencies, education providers and social enterprise developers, always leveraged beyond-

housing-outcomes?  

 



 

 

13

Community engagement in discussing these questions will require a ‘two-way’ process.  Developing 

the process for community engagement could be an essential part of the transformation plan: 

building partnerships based on collaboration between government and non-government agencies 

and housing support recipients.   

 

With a review process that focuses on building relationships of trust and mutual accountability 

between DLGHRS and clients, more autonomy in the management of housing becomes possible. For 

example, a cluster of houses may have a Housing Reference Group (HRG) that manages domestic 

behaviours – such as number of people and sleeping arrangements in each house as appropriate, 

maximum number of people living permanently in the houses, space for visitors and rules agreed re 

conditions of stay, rules regarding drugs and alcohol and personal safety of individuals – with the 

agreement that certain responsibilities to DLGHRS or other social housing provider, such as rent and 

reasonable care of the properties, are met.  

 

It is arguable that when people are able to experience making decisions on issues that affect their 

housing and their daily activities they also begin to experience social and economic participation. 

Secure housing not only provides a base from which to participate, it can also provide the means for 

participation in significant aspects of everyday life. More secure long term housing refurbished to 

provide greater amenity and mechanisms to manage visitors and anti social behaviour, provides a 

focus to leverage a range of innovative economic participation opportunities aligned, initially at least 

with tenant participation approaches including, repair and maintenance teams, property 

management, child care and other social service supports and adult education initiatives that could 

lead into vocational training programs. 
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1. Introduction   
 

The Alice Springs Transformation Plan (ASTP) is a joint Northern Territory and Australian 

Government initiative which aims to improve the lives of Aboriginal residents in Alice Springs and 

their visitors, particularly in town camps, and to reduce homelessness through housing and 

infrastructure upgrades and provision of suitable support services. 

 

The ASTP comprises three major streams of activities and funding: 

 

1. The provision of social support services across the Alice Springs community - $25 million. 

2. Transformation of 18 Town Camps through major infrastructure and housing capital works 

programs as well as tenancy reforms - $100 million. 

3. Reducing homelessness through the provision of transitional and visitor accommodation in 

Alice Springs - $24.4 million.  

 

In 2010 the ASTP commissioned the Centre for Appropriate Technology (CAT) to help identify 

optimal models for sustaining housing tenancies amongst culturally and linguistically diverse 

Aboriginal people in Alice Springs. Of specific concern are Aboriginal clients who are at risk of falling 

out of mainstream tenancy, or who are seeking access to mainstream tenancies.   

 

This research project aims to identify tenancy support and service models that could serve these 

purposes. It examines the strengths and weaknesses of current practices in Alice Springs and 

elsewhere, and proposes options for improving the outcomes from current investments in Aboriginal 

housing and social support services in Alice Springs.   

 

The research framed the issues of homelessness, housing vulnerability and sustainable tenancy 

within broader considerations of social inclusion and economic participation opportunities. This 

reflects CAT’s approach to sustainable livelihoods defined as “the range of activities that support 

improved well-being through work, enterprise and trading and that can be maintained into the 

future”. As will be explained, this approach is also reaffirmed by research that shows that housing 

outcomes are interlinked in mutually supportive ways with social and economic opportunities and 

support services. Where housing tenure is stable and secure, people are better able to exploit 

opportunities and services. Likewise, where such opportunities and services are available, these can 

be more important than the skills of home-making or knowledge of tenancy rules in achieving 

sustainable tenancy. 

 

The methodology for this research is outlined in Annex 1. Following this introduction, the Report has 

four sections. Section Two briefly outlines the context for this research, namely, the “social 

inclusion” and housing reform policy agendas, and how these are expressed through agreements 

with the Northern Territory (NT). Key features of Alice Springs are then highlighted – population, 

infrastructure, the local economy and the housing situation. Section Three assembles and reviews 

the experience gained through a wide range of programs that deal with Indigenous social inclusion, 

accommodation, social and economic participation. Section Four reviews the housing and support 
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services and models currently operational in Alice Springs and Section Five presents emerging ideas 

and directions for achieving optimal tenancy support and sustainability in Alice Springs.  

2. Context for Research  
 

The Australian context for the research will briefly cover the social inclusion agenda, including 

Indigenous social inclusion, and the reforms driving change in social housing. These reforms are 

expressed through Northern Territory agreements with the Commonwealth Government. Alice 

Springs is covered by a more comprehensive description of demographic and workforce data and the 

economic and housing situation. 

 

Significant and ongoing change in programs, initiatives and approaches has been encountered during 

the course of the research. Whilst every endeavour has been made to accurately capture 

information, the extent of reforms underway or in the pipeline as well as the limited availability of 

data and documentation regarding these reforms, may affect the currency of information in this 

report.   

2.1 Social Inclusion Agenda 

 

The social inclusion agenda was adopted by the Rudd Government as the framework for its 

rethinking of policies to tackle disadvantage in Australia.  Social exclusion is a shorthand term for 

what can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as 

unemployment, geographical remoteness, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime 

environments, bad health, poverty and family breakdown.
1
  The Government argued

2
  that social 

inclusion required more than income support, it required an active policy focus on social and 

economic participation and, rather than a series of responses to particular problems, programs to 

tackle social exclusion needed to be ‘joined up. By replacing a “welfarist approach to helping the 

underprivileged with one of investing in them and their communities to bring them into the 

mainstream” the Government committed to ensuring that all Australians had secure employment, 

services and connections to family, friends and workplaces and the resources to deal with personal 

crises such as ill health, bereavement or the loss of a job 

 

So just as it is possible to work out a minimum income people need for inclusion, the approach 

suggests we can also calculate the ‘basket of services’ people need and this can be done on a ‘place’ 

base. For remote Indigenous Australians, identifying ‘place’ as a factor in exclusion is important: 

 

The reality, of course, is that people live in places, contribute to places and are affected by places. 

Poverty and disadvantage are mediated by place, and places are affected by poverty or otherwise of 

                                                             
1
 Smyth P. 2008. Social Inclusion and Place Based Disadvantage: The Australian Context. The Brotherhood of St 

Laurence, Research and Policy Centre and the Department of Planning and Community Development Social 

Inclusion and Place Based Disadvantage Workshop Proceedings 13 June, published by the Brotherhood of St 

Laurence, Victoria. 
2
 Gillard J. 2008. ‘Federal government social inclusion agenda’, Impact, Autumn. 
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their inhabitants. Hence it is reasonable to suspect that policies that disassociate people from places 

and vice versa may perform badly.
3
 

 

The profile of Indigenous place-based disadvantage is well documented4  and has led to a set of 

reforms, resources and actions directed to ‘closing the gap’5 between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous Australians.  

 

2.2 Housing Reforms 

 

The Australian Government has applied the social inclusion framework to homelessness. A major 

reform of housing commenced in January 2009 with National Partnerships on Homelessness, on 

Remote Indigenous Housing and on Social Housing, under a National Affordable Housing Agreement 

(NAHA). Through the NAHA there will be a greater focus on the achievement of long-term housing 

outcomes. 

 

NAHA’s objective is to ensure that all Australians have access to affordable, safe and sustainable 

housing that contributes to social and economic participation. The agreement is centred on the 

achievement of six outcomes:  

 

1. People who are homeless or at risk of homelessness achieve sustainable housing and social inclusion 

2. People are able to rent housing that meets their needs 

3. People can purchase affordable housing 

4. People have access to housing through an efficient and responsive housing market 

5. Indigenous people have the same housing opportunities as other Australians 

6. Indigenous people have improved housing amenity and reduced overcrowding, particularly in remote 

areas and discrete communities. 

 

Detailed Implementation Plans for each national partnership were agreed between the Australian 

Government and each state and territory in the first half of 2009
6
.  All housing partnerships are 

described as having a role to play in overcoming Indigenous disadvantage, and strategies for 

removing barriers and improving access, to home ownership and private rental housing are listed 

among the intended directions. 

 

NAHA introduced important changes in housing policy and regulations. Since 1985 and until NAHA, 

the primary response to homelessness was through the jointly funded Supported Accommodation 

Assistance Program (SAAP) and the Crisis Accommodation Program (CAP). The National Partnership 

Agreement on Homelessness provides $2 billion dollars over five years which is invested in 1,500 

                                                             
3
 Griggs J., Whitworth A., Walker R., McLennan D., and Noble M. 2008. Person or place based policies to tackle 

disadvantage? Not knowing what works, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, York, UK. P. 1 
4
 Commonwealth of Australia 2009. ‘Indigenous Social Inclusion’ prepared for the Australian Department of 

Education, Employment and Workplace Relations by Professor Tony Vinson, Faculty of Education and Social 

Work University of Sydney. August, 2008. 
5
 COAG 2009. ‘Closing the Gap: The National Urban and Regional Service Delivery Strategy for Indigenous 

Australians’. Available at www.coag.gov.au/intergov_agreements/federal_financial relations/index.cfm. 
6
 The Agreement with the Northern Territory is discussed in the next section. 
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specialist community based homelessness services
7
 that manage 8,000 units of accommodation for 

people who are homeless. The aim of the Agreement is that homeless people should move quickly 

through the crisis system to long-term housing at the same time as they are getting help to 

reconnect with education, employment and the community opportunities. An increase in the supply 

of affordable housing, including specialist housing models that link accommodation and support, 

underpin the long-term response to homelessness through social and economic participation. The 

connections between housing reform and the social inclusion agenda are clear.  

 

This response to homelessness is being implemented through three strategies: 

 
1. Turning off the tap: services will intervene early to prevent homelessness 

2. Improving and expanding services: services will be more connected and responsive to achieve 

sustainable housing, improve economic and social participation and end homelessness for their 

clients 

3. Breaking the cycle: people who become homeless will move quickly through the crisis system to 

stable housing with the support they need so that homelessness does not recur. 

 

Specialist homelessness services are encouraged to build strong working partnerships with each 

other and with mainstream services in order to connect clients to housing, health and employment 

services that can deliver ongoing support, and reduce the likelihood of homelessness happening 

again. The NAHA approach is designed to provide greater flexibility in the way services are delivered. 

This means, in theory, that specialist homelessness services will be able to transition some clients 

more quickly out of crisis services into permanent housing and be able to work for longer periods 

with those clients who need more intensive, longer-term support. 

 

Under the National Partnership Agreement on Remote Indigenous Housing, the Australian 

Government has committed $5.5 billion over ten years from 2008/09 for building and upgrading 

housing for Indigenous households in 26 remote communities.  In a bid to overcome poor housing 

service standards, new rules link this funding for housing supply and major repairs to a requirement 

to have government-run or government-directed management of housing. By contrast, in urban and 

regional areas, specific funding has not been earmarked for housing under the Closing the Gap 

strategy. Instead states must leverage Indigenous specific and mainstream funding agreed by COAG 

for this purpose.  

 

The National Partnership Agreement on Social Housing will facilitate a Social Housing Growth Fund 

to increase the supply of social housing and provide opportunities to grow the not-for-profit housing 

sector. Under the Nation Building Economic Stimulus Plan $5.638 billion was provided for a Social 

Housing Initiative for 19,300 new social housing dwellings and repairs and maintenance on 80,000 

dwellings. The Agreement includes conditions such as integration of public and community housing 

waiting lists; better social and economic participation for social housing tenants; national regulatory 

and registration systems; consistent and comparable reporting and accounting standards; and 

leveraging of government capital investments for enhanced provision of social housing.  

                                                             
7
 Under the NAHA, the term ‘specialist homelessness services’ is used to describe SAAP services and other 

services that assist people who are homeless. 
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2.3  Northern Territory Context  

 

A plethora of changes have occurred in NT Indigenous policy and housing provision in the last five 

years. The Closing the Gap in the Northern Territory National Partnership Agreement is informed 

by the National Indigenous Reform Agreement (Closing the Gap), and the National Partnership 

Agreement on Remote Service Delivery. The focus is on the protection of vulnerable children, law 

and order, education and health services. In addition to, and in support of, the targets for Closing the 

Gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, there are a range of COAG ‘building 

blocks’ (namely: early childhood; schooling; health; healthy homes; safe communities; economic 

participation; and governance and leadership). Each has a specific national partnership agreement.   

 

Two aspects of these NT agreements – relating to economic participation and housing – are 

discussed below.  

Northern Territory Indigenous Economic Strategy 2009-2012 

The NT is different from any other jurisdiction in Australia8; Indigenous Territorians represent 30.4 

percent of the population and over 40 percent of all children. Moreover, high Indigenous birth rates 

will result in a substantial increase in the Indigenous population. By 2012 it is anticipated that 67 

percent of the Indigenous population will be of working age.  

 

However, formal measures such as labour force and labour market participation, unemployment 

rates, and self employment all record low participation by NT Indigenous people. Accordingly, 

income and wealth are much lower for Indigenous than non-Indigenous Territorians9.  

 

The NT strategy aims to increase Indigenous participation in the economy and sets targets for 2012 

of 3000 more Indigenous Territorians starting employment; 10 per cent Indigenous employment in 

the public sector; and 200 new Indigenous businesses. Achieving the latter is closely aligned with the 

‘Working Future’ policy that supports twenty NT remote communities to become ‘growth towns’ 

and service centres for smaller communities and homeland settlements (the ‘hub and spoke’ 

model).  Private investment and economic growth is predicated on the provision of secure, long 

term private leases over inalienable freehold Aboriginal land. However, a number of problems, 

described by the NT Coordinator General for Remote Services
10

 in December 2010 have been 

encountered that complicate this strategy: 

 

• No progress has been made in Township Leasing on the mainland of the Northern Territory; 

• This lack of progress on Township Leasing is prompting the need for separate leases for a vast array of 

government assets; 

• Capital works are being held up because of the log jam of leasing applications with the Land Councils, and 

with the Executive Director of Township Leasing; 

                                                             
8
 Available at www.nt.gov.au/d/Content/File/p/rd/IEDStrategy2009-12.pdf 

9
 Whilst these measures tell us that Aboriginal people lack the type of economic participation that is currently 

being encouraged by governments, such measures do not provide a full understanding of Aboriginal forms of 

living and well-being that encompass more than income or employment. 
10

 Northern Territory Government. 2010. Northern Territory Coordinator General for Remote Services Report 

#3, June 2010 to December  2010, published by the Department of Housing, Local Government and Regional 

Services. Available at www.workingfuture.nt.gov.au/Overview/progress_reports.html 
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• The dearth of private sector investment continues, either because of the hurdles to gaining a lease, or 

because of overly onerous conditions built into the few township leases concluded so far; 

• The ‘elephant in the room’ of what happens at the end of the Commonwealth’s Five Year Compulsory 

Leases when no long term lease has been concluded, particularly over remote public housing; 

• In the absence of head leases, the way to private home ownership is being blocked. 

 

In May 2011 the NT Coordinator General for Remote Services published this update: 

 

Leases have been concluded over three towns, but they are flawed and do not create the legal 

environment for economic development outlined in the Introduction section. 

Progress on long term leases over the other towns, to provide the land tenure needs of governments 

and private businesses and aspiring home owners, has inched forward, but not yet produced results. 

Consequently: 

• Private investment has stalled 

• So has home ownership (the wellspring of wealth accumulation) 

• And enterprise development 

• No business migration11
 

Northern Territory Housing Agreements 

 Homelessness is a problem across the NT – the homelessness rate of 248 per 10,000 persons 

compares with the national average of 53 per 10,000 persons
12

.  The Commonwealth and Northern 

Territory Governments in December 2008 signed the National Partnership Agreement on 

Homelessness to run over a five year period.  The Implementation Plan for the Northern Territory13 

establishes the priorities and relative effort for the Territory based on the homelessness population, 

the current service system and the funding available under the agreement. Under the 

Implementation Plan and complementary measures the NT is committed to achieving
14

: 

 

• A decrease of one third (551 persons) in the number of Indigenous Territorians who are homeless to less 

than 1,101 (from a base of 1,652 in 2006). 

• A decrease of 25 percent (397 persons) in the number of Territorians sleeping rough to less than 1,191 

(from a base of 1,588 in 2006) and, by these measures,  

• Surpassing the NT’s commitment to reduce by 7 per cent (335 persons) the number of Territorians who 

are homeless to less than 4,450 (from a base of 4,785 in 2006). 

 

The agreement will be implemented initially in the priority urban centres of Darwin, Katherine, 

Tennant Creek and Alice Springs and will deliver the following core outputs:  

 

                                                             
11

  Northern Territory Coordinator General for Remote Services Report #4 December 2010 to May 2011. 

Published by the Department of Local Government, Housing and Regional Services. Available at 

www.workingfuture.nt.gov.au/Overview/progress_reports.html 
12

 Weber L. 2010. “How the NT is positioned to achieve the objectives of the National Partnership Agreement 

on Homelessness’, NT Shelter Inc, Darwin.  
13

Available at 

www.federalfinancialrelations.gov.au/content/national_partnership_agreements/HO002/implementation_pla

ns/IP_Homelessness_NT.pdf 
14

 Complementation measures include the National Partnership Agreement on Remote Indigenous Housing and 

the Nation Building and Jobs Plan Package 

See http://ntshelter.org.au/uploads/0311%20NT%20Revised%20Homelessness%20IP%20Nov%202010.pdf 
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(a) Implementation of the A Place to Call Home initiative: participants will be housed and supported for 

12 months in public housing after which the client will stay in the dwelling and the tenancy will 

transition into a public housing tenancy (no change in premises).  

(b) Street to Home initiatives for chronic homeless people (rough sleepers).  

(c) Support for private and public tenants to help sustain their tenancies, including through tenancy 

support, advocacy, case management, financial counselling and referral services.  

(d) Assistance for people leaving child protection services, correctional and health facilities, to access and 

maintain stable, affordable housing.  

 

The Northern Territory Government’s Discussion paper on Homelessness
15

 identifies 446 homeless 

people in Alice Springs, of which 154 are Aboriginal. It also notes these figures are based on the 2006 

Census which has a reportedly high undercount of Indigenous persons. 

 

National Partnership Agreement on Remote Indigenous Housing.  The principles of the ‘housing 

system for the bush’16 were laid out in the Memorandum of Understanding between the 

Commonwealth and the Northern Territory Governments in respect of Indigenous Housing, 

Accommodation and Related Services of September 2007
17

 and include that: 

 

• All new remote Aboriginal housing will be publicly owned by Territory Housing 

• Leases will be able to be established over properties 

• Existing housing will be transfer to Territory Housing when it meets the remote public housing framework 

standard 

• The Northern Territory Residential Tenancies Act (RTA) will apply to tenancy agreements and will govern 

the rights and responsibilities of both landlords and tenants.  

 

The MOU 2007 was the culmination of a policy change process that started in 2006 when the 

Ministers’ for Housing and Indigenous Affairs Conference announced a radical shift away from 

support for community rental housing to centralisation of Aboriginal housing services to state 

housing agencies. Prior to this change, all Aboriginal housing funds in the NT were channelled into 

housing stock that was managed by Aboriginal Community Housing Organisations (ACHO) – a stock 

of approximately 6000 housing units in remote locations
18

.  

 

The Strategic Indigenous Housing and Infrastructure Program (SIHIP) operationalises the 

commitments under the Remote Indigenous Housing Agreement and aims to refurbish existing 

houses in 57 communities and construct new houses and refurbish old in 16 communities. Funds 

                                                             
15

 Discussion paper Northern Territory – Homelessness Profile Study. July 2011. Published by the Department 

of Local Government, Housing and regional Services 
16

 The agreement does not address housing on the approximately 500 outstation communities. The CHIP 

moratorium (that was in place until 30 June 2008) on the funding of hew houses and infrastructure on 

outstations has been superceded by the statement that ‘no Australian Government funding will be provided to 

construct housing on outstations/homelands’ (MOU: para. 17). 
17

 Australian and Northern Territory Governments. 2007. Memorandum of Understanding between the 

Australian Government and the Northern Territory Government on Indigenous Housing, Accommodation and 

Related Services, 17 Sept. Available at www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/indig_ctte/submissions/sub28.pdf 
18

 See Porter R. 2009. From community housing to public housing in Northern Territory remote Aboriginal 

communities: the policy context. DKCRC Working Paper 44. Desert Knowledge CRC, Alice Springs. Available at 

www.desertknowledgecrc.com.au/publications 
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committed by the Commonwealth and the NT Governments are estimated to deliver around 750 

new houses including new subdivisions; over 230 new houses to replace houses to be demolished; 

over 2500 housing upgrades; and essential infrastructure to support new houses. 

 

As of 21 March 2011 the Northern Territory Government reports that work is complete in 26 and 

underway in 22 communities and a number of town camps with almost 300 Indigenous people 

employed in the delivery of the construction program. Across the Territory 1240 refurbishments and 

rebuilds are now complete and 94 are underway. A total of 215 new houses have been built and 

work is continuing on the construction of another 146.  A target of 20 per cent Indigenous 

employment was been set although it is claimed that this is being exceeded with a current 

achievement of 31 per cent across the program
19

. Recent public debate has alluded to the ingenuity 

of such employment claims, highlighting that many of those engaged as Aboriginal employees with 

SIHIP programs were engaged only short term (less than 26 weeks).20 

 

The NT is the least developed state or territory in respect of a community housing sector or the 

more recent emergence in other jurisdictions of the not-for-profit housing providers21. 

Consequently, the NT has been slower to take advantage of funds provided under the National 

Partnership Agreement on Social Housing, including the National Rental Affordability Scheme 

(NRAS) that provides a rental incentive for each approved dwelling that is rented to eligible 

households. However, in early 2010 expressions of interest were called for the establishment of an 

Affordable Housing Rental Company (AHRC) to provide housing to people who are struggling to 

afford market rents but are ineligible for public housing in both the greater Darwin area and Alice 

Springs. In November 2010 it was announced22 that Housing Choices Australia and Unity Housing 

Company would form the AHRC. The NT government will contribute: 

 

• A grant of $300,000 over 18 months for establishment costs; 

• A 6,520 square metres parcel of vacant land in Driver for the construction of up to 21 dwellings; 

• The transfer of title to 35 affordable housing units at the Wirrina redevelopment in Parap; 

• A tenancy management contract for 10 public housing seniors unit at Wirrina; and 

• A future invitation to participate in the redevelopment of nominated public housing complexes as part of 

the proposed unit complex revitalisation plan.  

 

The AHRC is expected to grow its stock and take advantage of the government’s decision to allocate 

15 percent of new land releases to public and affordable housing. The AHRC initiative begins the 

process of bringing the NT into alignment with the expansion of non-for-profit social housing 

providers (sometimes referred to as growth providers) in other states and territories.  

                                                             
19

 See www.territoryhousing.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/116118/RHNT_eNews_March11.pdf 
20

 See http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2011/06/08/3238924.htm?site=indigenous&topic=latest 
21

 Tangentyere Council had independently established a Central Australian Affordable Housing Company that is 

discussed in the Alice Springs housing and service provisions section. 
22

 See Media Release 24 November 2010 by Chris Burns www.newsroom.nt.gov.au/index.cfm 
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2.4 Alice Springs Context 

 

As of 30 June 2009, the estimated resident population of Alice Springs was 27 877. While Alice 

Springs is the second most populous town in the Northern Territory, the official resident population 

has declined since 2001, with most of this decline being among the non-Aboriginal population23.  

Almost one in five residents of the town at the time of the 2006 Census identified as Aboriginal. 

Local residents however, strongly believe that ABS statistics under-represent the resident Aboriginal 

population, as well as the Aboriginal population that frequently moves between the township and 

outlying remote and very remote communities. The Town Camps in Alice Springs are estimated to 

have an additional 500 people staying at any one time
24

 and there has been a significant increase in 

the number of people seeking renal dialysis treatment25 and other essential health services in Alice 

Springs. This movement can involve patients, spouses and other family members who are in the care 

of those seeking treatment and can be long term.  

 

Alice Springs’ demography reflects that of the Northern Territory; it is younger than is the case 

nationally, with a significantly smaller proportion of older people. Alice Springs is not a place people 

necessarily retire to—for a range of reasons, including remoteness and climate—and services for 

older people are limited. However, Alice Springs does provide services that are unavailable in the 

remote communities and in this sense older Aboriginal people may increasingly spend their final 

years in Alice Springs.  

 

Infrastructure and the local economy  

Alice Springs is a remote broad based economy servicing a vast area of inland Australia, including 

parts of Western Australia and South Australia.  The town has the range of infrastructure and 

services expected of a town of its size, with the type and available infrastructure strongly influenced 

by its role as a regional centre and its local economic base—in government services (Indigenous, 

administration, health and defence-related services), tourism, retail, transport and some 

manufacturing industries, the pastoral and (expanding) mining industries. The social services sector 

is reportedly under significant stress.  

 

The Alice Springs Economic Profiles of 2008 and 2010 record numerous work opportunities. The 

overall unemployment rate is currently 2.5% and there are significant skills shortages. Alice Springs 

businesses find it hard to attract and retain labour, a refrain repeated by the social services 

                                                             
23

 This section draws on an AHURI research project published in March 2011. Beer A, Tually S, Rowley S, 

Haslam McKenzie F, Schlapp J, Bridsall Jones C, and Corunna V. 2011. The drivers of supply and demand in 

Australia’s rural and regional centres, AHURI Final Report No.165.  Available at www.ahuri.edu.au 
24

 Foster D, Mitchell J, Ulrik J, and Williams R. 2005. Population and Mobility in the Town Camps of Alice 

Springs, A Report prepared by Tangentyere Council Research Unit, DK-CRC Report No.9, Alice Springs. 
25

 There are 10 acute care dialysis ports in the hospital, 26 haemodialysis chairs in a satellite unit, and in 2009 a 

dialysis unit was opened by Nephrocane for which the hospital provides clinical services. In addition patients 

have been trained for home dialysis with units located in Ali Curung, Ti Tree, Mt Liebig, Santa Theresa and 

Amoonguna.  
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employees interviewed for this research.  Between 2007 and 2010 there was an influx of population 

due to the Northern Territory Emergency Response and increased uptake of skilled overseas 

workers, many on 457 visas26.  

 

A recent study published by Charles Darwin University identifies a potential under supply of 120 

dwellings per year in Alice Springs between 2010 and 2021 when the Alice Springs population is 

project to reach over 31,000 people. Critically it also outlines the need for new stock to be designed 

with a broad housing mix in mind, including housing for high and low income residents and the 

homeless27.  

 

However, Alice Springs has a ‘two-track economy’ that is exemplified by much higher rates of 

unemployment for the local Aboriginal population. Whilst officially the Aboriginal unemployment 

rate sits at around 14.2%, this is at odds with a range of reports that suggest the rate is both higher 

and increasing, especially as the drift from remote communities continues28. Certainly the 

burgeoning youth population and heightened exposure of the town to the late night activities of 

disaffected and disengaged youth throws the spotlight on the need to develop more place based 

and responsive social and economic participation opportunities. Unfortunately the official labour 

force statistics of the town renders it off the map for eligibility for recent Australian Government 

investments in place based initiatives to address disadvantage.  

 

Housing  

The ‘two track economy’ is reflected in its complex housing market. Since 2002 house and unit prices 

have risen significantly each year including in 2010, the latter counter to trends in some other areas 

of Australia. (see Table 1 below). Housing has become unaffordable for low and middle income 

earners and this lack of affordability is a key difficulty in attracting and retaining an Alice Springs 

workforce.  

 

Table 1: Average house and unit prices, Alice Springs, 2002–2010 

                               Houses                                                               Units 

Year 

ending  

June 

No of 

sales 

Average  

Price  

% increase  

over year  

previous  

% increase  

since  

2002  

No of  

sales  

Average  

Price  

% 

increase 

over year  

previous  

% 

Increase 

since  

2002 

2002  518  $203199  -  -  318  132908  -   

2003  524  220890  +8.7  +8.7  289  152272  +14.6  +14.6 

2004  542  254834  +15.3  +25.4  328  163707  +7.5  +23.2 

2005  544  282301  +10.8  +38.9  336  185428  +13.3  +39.5 

2006  540  307084  +8.0  +51.1  357  203818  +9.9  +53.4 

2007  496  334610  +8.9  +64.7  316  232963  +14.3  +75.3 

                                                             
26

 The 457 visa is the most commonly used program for Australian or overseas employers to sponsor skilled 

overseas workers to work in Australia temporarily. It is common for 457 visa holders to apply to permanently 

settle in Australia and become Australian citizens. 
27

 Charles Darwin University 2010, Housing Alice: Changes and Challenges to Housing in Alice Springs. 
28

 Biddle, N. 2009. Location or Qualification? Revisiting Indigenous Employment through an analysis of census 

place-of-work data. Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research. Working Paper No.61/2009 
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2008  481  348773  +4.2  +71.6  337  224560  -3.8  +69.4 

2009  480  369492  +5.9  +81.8  296  257816  +14.8  +90.3 

2010  388  452604  +22.9  +122.7  277  320559  +24.3  +141.2 

Source: LJ Hooker Alice Springs 2010, Real Estate News, vol. 2. 

 

Two large-scale new residential developments south of the town are expected to go some way to 

alleviating the housing crisis in the town. But a range of factors appear to be sustaining growth in 

prices locally29. Most prominent is the ongoing issue of land supply and, more specifically, timely and 

affordable land releases by the NT government for residential and commercial developments. The 

availability and cost of employing people in the building trades is another factor that underpins high 

new housing costs and the sub-standard condition of many existing houses.   

 

Private rental vacancy rates have been around or below 1–2 per cent for most of the 2000s and 

effectively zero for much of this time. The relatively high house and unit prices in Alice Springs have 

made investing in the town an attractive proposition for many existing home owners and anecdotal 

evidence suggests that people are holding onto their properties in the town even after moving away 

as they are solid investment propositions. Rental yields have been attractive for most of the later 

2000s in particular. An increased demand on already limited and expensive rental accommodation 

has been experienced since 2008 due to the influx of government employees into the town as part 

of the NTER. 

 

Aboriginal housing issues in the township are complex. Historically, the relationship between 

Aboriginal people and the township of Alice Springs has been fraught. Between 1928 and 1964 there 

were at least four forced evacuations and Aboriginal people were banned from entering Alice 

Springs. Persistence in returning to sites of attachment, opportunity, and jobs eventually resulted in 

the granting/aquisition of perpetual leases on crown land for 16 housing associations (town camps). 

The town, built on Arrernte traditional land, draws in a range of Aboriginal groups which escalates 

problems between groups and between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. Separate governance 

arrangements for town camps via Tangentyere Council30 and Federal Government funding 

unintentionally reinforced a feeling of separation between Aboriginal town campers and other 

residents of Alice Springs. On the promise of $100 million for new houses and infrastructure, the 

Commonwealth Government secured 40 year special purpose leases, then sub-leased to the NT, 

who in turn subcontracted the Central Australian Aboriginal Housing Company (CAAHC)31 for 

tenancy management and subcontracted the provision of support services to Tangentyere Council.  

 

Increasingly Alice Springs is a location of importance to Aboriginal people. Overcrowding in houses 

and the poor quality of services (education, training, employment, health and social services) in 
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 Beer A, Tually S, Rowley S, Haslam McKenzie F, Schlapp J, Bridsall Jones C, and Corunna V. 2011. The drivers 

of supply and demand in Australia’s rural and regional centres, AHURI Final Report No.165.  Available at 

www.ahuri.edu.au 
30

 There are truly 19 Town Camps. One, Irklancha-Atwacha, to the east of the town, is an anomaly with no 

historical links to Tangentyere. A further two, White Gate and Namatjira Camps have no security of tenure (no 

perpetual leases nor noted as community living areas) but have been serviced by Tangentyere. 15 have 

perpetual 40 year leases and Ilpeye Ilpeye  was compulsorily acquired ( as requested by the Housing 

Association). Tangentyere provides resources and advocacy services to 15 and partial services to three. 
31

 The CAAHC was set up by Tangentyere Council as a separate entity to provide housing management services 

to the town camps and to other agencies and overtime to become a housing growth provider.  
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remote and very remote communities draws people into Alice Springs for extended periods. 

Sporting and social events and access to drugs and alcohol are among the factors that bring people 

in for shorter periods of time.  Housing for visitors to the town is problematic and the overcrowding 

and anti-social behaviour associated with visitors is the major contributor to ‘at-risk tenancies’.  

 

The generally lower incomes of Aboriginal people coupled with the targeting of public housing to 

high needs groups and the growth of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs has resulted in the 

high proportion of Aboriginal people in public housing, with 78% per cent of the waiting list for 

housing Aboriginal people/families. Between 2003 and 2008 there was an increase of 27.5 percent 

of Aboriginal households and over the same period the number of public housing dwellings declined 

by 8.1%. (See Table 2)  

 

Table 2: Changes in number of Indigenous tenancies and number of public houses in the NT 

 Indigenous households in 

public housing 2003 

 

% change in 

Indigenous 

households 

2003-2008 

Public housing occupied 

dwellings  

 

% change 

public 

housing 

2003-2008 

 2003 2008  2003 2008  

NT 1451 1850 27.5 5476 5032 -8.1% 

 

Over the past two decades Alice Springs’ housing stock has declined. Many of the challenges in land 

supply and construction costs also apply to public housing. Table 3 depicts waiting times for public 

housing in Alice Springs - even housing applicants on the priority waitlist face a wait period of 

between 12 and 36 months.   

 

Table 3: Waiting Times for Public Housing in Alice Springs as of 31 March 2011 

Type of Dwelling Eligibility Wait time in months 

1 bedroom Non-pensioner 54  

1 bedroom Pensioner 38  

2 bedroom  37  

3 bedroom  58  

 Source: www.territoryhousing.nt.gov.au 

 

Unless the underlying issues of housing shortage and sub-standard housing are addressed, it is 

difficult to see what can be done to significantly change the revolving door of overcrowding, housing 

failure and homelessness.  As Table 4 indicates, the rate of homelessness in all locations across the 

Territory vastly exceeds the Australian average of 53 homeless people per 10, 000.  

 

Table 4: Number of homeless people and rate of homelessness per 10 000 people in the Territory
32

  

 Darwin Katherine  Tennant 

Creek  

Alice Springs Remote  Total 

 

Number  2478  415  43  446  1403  4785  

Rate  234  507  147  187  281  248  
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Implementation Plan for the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness between the Commonwealth 

of Australia and the Northern Territory July 2009 – June 2013. 
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3. Research Discussion  
 

This section assembles and reviews the experience gained through a wide range of programs that 

deal with Indigenous social inclusion, accommodation, social and economic participation.  

3.1 Indigenous Social Inclusion and Economic Participation 

 

At the heart of the social inclusion framework is a strong normative commitment to economic 

participation. In the past few years, people have begun to question whether the social inclusion 

framework has dealt adequately with a diverse range of views and aspirations about lifestyle, health 

and wellbeing.   

 

The particular challenge with respect to Indigenous Australians has been addressed by Hunter.   

 

In theory, the social inclusion literature (and to a lesser extent social exclusion) is consistent with the 

promotion of non-discrimination and inclusion of Indigenous perspectives in laws policies and 

programs, and the promotion of the full and effective participation in decisions that affect Indigenous 

people. However, in practice it has been difficult to redefine development processes to ensure that 

they recognise the different ‘world views’ of Indigenous and other Australians, let alone deal with the 

enormous cultural diversity within the Indigenous population
33

. 

 

Nonetheless, there have been a slew of strategies aimed at increasing Indigenous economic self 

reliance. These strategies acknowledge that in remote locations the opportunity to participate is 

limited by access to markets. But the central feature of social inclusion policy remains unaltered, 

namely, that Indigenous economic development will result from identifying and supporting 

opportunities, training and improving the efficiency and targeting of government investment34.  

 

The desire to see Indigenous economic development as a path to social inclusion is reinforced by 

growing appreciation of the impact of skills shortage on the Australian labour market and inflation 

forecasts. But while the government highlights the importance of training, high drop out rates 

continue to dog apprenticeship and trainee schemes, as does realisation that future job growth is 

predicted in sectors with a tertiary qualification, for which only a quarter of the workforce are 

qualified35.  

 

There is an acute mismatch between the skills demanded by employers and the skill sets and type of 

workforce experience Indigenous people have. In short, they are not job ready and pathways to 

                                                             
33

 Hunter B. 2008. ‘Indigenous Social Exclusion: Insights and challenges for the concept of social inclusion’, 

Brotherhood of St Laurence Social Inclusion Down Under Symposium Proceedings held at University of 

Melbourne, Parkville, Victoria. 
34

 Australian Government 2010. Indigenous Economic Development Strategy, Draft for Consultation, For 

example the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations requires that, under the 

Indigenous Opportunities Policy, any tender for a government contract involving expenditure of over $5 

million ($6 million for construction) in regions where there are significant Indigenous populations must include 

a plan for providing training and employment opportunities to local Indigenous communities and for the use of 

Indigenous suppliers that are small and medium enterprises. Australian Government 2011. Indigenous 

Opportunities Policy, Guidelines 2011. Available at www.deewr.gov.au/iop 
35

 Wade M. 2011. ‘Digging deep to pay for training’, Sydney Morning Herald, April 27, pg 15. 
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economic participation will need to be more diverse and rely on far more than training to succeed. 

Aboriginal people in remote Australia (including Alice Springs and central Australia) have been 

participating at high rates in vocational education and training since 2002, but the impact on their 

labour force participation has been limited
36

. Non–vocational barriers to employment and work, 

including issues of health, housing security and carer responsibilities, play a pivotal role in persistent 

social and economic exclusion.  

 

A perceived lack of control over housing and other circumstances underlies all dimensions of housing 

insecurity, including: needing to move as a result of circumstances outside a person’s control, 

instability in housing circumstances, feeling unsafe within the home and its environs, lack of privacy, 

lack of supportive relationships and connection to the local community, and lack of comfort
37

.  

Moreover, without a home base with a degree of security, it is difficult to tackle other key aspects of 

social exclusion such as improving educational qualifications or getting a job or dealing with health 

issues.  Supporting people to have more control over their housing in terms of both design and 

management, whilst a long term process, is simultaneously building capacity towards other forms of 

social and economic participation. 

 

Thus, it is clear that people, including Indigenous people, will enhance their opportunities for 

employment if public housing is located close to such opportunities or local participation and place 

are leveraged to innovate new social and economic opportunities, and if financial disincentives are 

removed from public housing rent and income eligibility policies. For many the major barrier to 

economic participation is poor health, and in particular mental health issues. If tenants have long 

term housing security and stability it becomes possible to provide health and education services that 

address needs, and provide related services that may directly improve their capacity to participate in 

the economy. But stability and security of tenure needs to be coupled with a wider variety of 

pathways to economic participation – on offer must be more than simply the mainstream economy 

labour market. In this respect, the growing interest by governments, business, and the not-for-profit 

sector in social enterprises and social innovation offers ways to achieve the diversification needed38.  

A recent study
39

  defined social enterprises as organisations that: 

 

(a) Are led by an economic, social, cultural, or environmental mission consistent with a public or 

community benefit; 

(b) Trade to fulfil their mission; 

(c) Derive a substantial portion of their income from trade; and 

(d) Reinvest the majority of their profit/surplus in the fulfilment of their mission. 

 

                                                             
36

 Young M, et al 2007. Growing the Desert: Education pathways for remote Indigenous people. National Centre 

for Vocational Education Research. 
37

 Hulse K and L Saugeres. 2009. Housing insecurity and its link to the social inclusion agenda. AHURI Research 

and Policy Bulletin Issue 113 May. Available at www.ahuri.edu.au 
38

 See Finding Australia’s Social Enterprise Sector (FASES) website http://www.socialeconomy.net.au/ 
39

 The FASES research project was delivered by Australian Centre for Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies 

(ACPNS) at Queensland University of Technology in partnership with Social Traders.  
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The Desert People’s Centre (DPC)
40

 with support from the Commonwealth Bank has established a 

Social Enterprise Hub41 in central Australia with the mission to ‘support and grow the social 

enterprise sector in desert Australia’. Opportunities exist for social enterprise to be developed in 

conjunction with new sustainable tenancy models in Alice Springs for improving social inclusion. 

Whilst a social economy already exists in Alice Springs and across central Australia, it remains 

immature and often hamstrung by the limited focus on business financial viability to the exclusion of 

social benefit.  Furthermore, with Mission Australia now operating in Alice Springs, including through 

managing the Percy Court transitional housing facility there is significant opportunity for leveraging 

their expertise in seeding and managing social enterprise initiatives with clients. 

3.2 Temporary Mobility and Accommodation Requirements 

 

In identifying sustainable tenancy models for Aboriginal people in Alice Springs, it is important to 

understand how temporary mobility contributes to homelessness and tenancy failure and how 

housing services can improve responses to temporary mobility.  An AHURI study42 examined  

Indigenous patterns of temporary mobility
43

. It distinguished between seven different types of 

mobility according to the degree to which mobility was ‘voluntary’, and the duration of travel: 

 

(a) Visitor’s journeys, undertaken without external pressure and involve largely predictable travel of 

a short-term nature. Visiting kin, travel to service centres for shopping, customary practices, 

entertainment, holidays and business travel fit within this category. 

(b) Migrant’s travel following a decision to relocate relatively permanently. Employment and 

marriage are examples. Individuals with long term health care needs (eg., renal dialysis patients) 

because of their long-term dependence on services unavailable in their home location. 

(c) Boarder’s journeys are directed towards accessing services unavailable in their home location 

especially training, education and health, as well as serving a custodial sentence. A defining 

characteristic is that the length of the absence is predictable and the absence is often planned 

including provision of temporary accommodation. 

(d) Between place dwellers include individuals whose frequent travel between one or more 

locations is derived from tradition rather than housing exclusion or other involuntary factors. 

Travel may be due to kinship ties, weather events, or bi- or tri-locational residence between 

different homes in an identifiable mobility region. 

(e) Transients are distinct from between place dwellers in degree of voluntariness involved. 

Although departure may be experienced as self-determined, agency is compromised by 

circumstances that are beyond the individual’s control and involve a heightened risk of 

                                                             
40

 The DPC is a joint venture between Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education and the Centre for 

Appropriate Technology located at the Desert Knowledge precinct in Alice Springs. 
41

 Social Enterprise Hubs are an innovative approach to developing partnerships between government, 

philanthropists and the community sector to support the development of social enterprises in Australia. They 

are place-based responses to social inclusion and are developed in specific regions to stimulate the 

development of social enterprises. 
42

 Habibis D, Birdall-Jones C, Dunbar T, Scrimgeour M, Taylor E, and Nethercote M. 2011. Improving housing 

responses to Indigenous patterns of temporary mobility. AHURI Final Report No.162.  Available at 

www.ahuri.edu.au 
43

 Temporary mobility is defined as the short-term geographical movement of Indigenous individuals and 

groups, in ways that impact on service demand. It involves and spatial and temporal dimensions associated 

with how and where people move, for what purpose and for how long (Habibis et al. 2011: 2). 
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homelessness. Visiting takes place in a context of overcrowding and housing exclusion with 

frequent moves and some public space dwelling. Where this is combined with alcohol use, this 

group is especially vulnerable to chronic homelessness. This group is most implicated in 

destabilising tenancies of those with whom they stay. Transients also include individuals and 

families whose travel resulted from resistance to policy change as occurred after the NTER. This 

resulted in population churn (population inflows and outflows experienced within a given area) 

as people left their home communities for a time, but eventually returned.  

(f) Involuntary travellers are those individuals whose departure involved little choice. They are 

forced to move for an indeterminate time, either because their home is unsafe (domestic 

violence) or because relationships within the community have broken down such that they are 

effectively excluded from it. This group also involves individuals who have a home but leave it 

periodically to stay with relatives because of overcrowding, and those who are incarcerated. 

(g) Chronically homeless are more likely to be single and have high and complex needs. Their 

mobility is overwhelmingly involuntary, associated with substance use and characterised by 

cycling between overcrowded relatives’ homes, public space, crisis and emergency 

accommodation, and prison or other forms of custodial shelter. As these individuals age, 

engagement with the criminal justice system declines and health service needs arise. 

 

 

 

Fig 1: Indigenous temporary mobility, migration and homelessness 

 
The framework provided by the AHURI study is used in Section 4 to assess the capacity of Alice 

Springs services to respond to the seven categories of mobility described above. 
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3.3 Long Term Affordable Housing Need 

 

More Aboriginal households have accessed public housing over the past decade. In Alice Springs, for 

example, the waiting list for Territory Housing dwellings is approximately 78% per cent Aboriginal 

and priority housing requires a serious medical or social need – such as domestic violence. Over the 

same period, higher costs in the private rental market have excluded lower income Aboriginal 

households.  Many individuals and households have become trapped in ‘transitional’ housing or 

experience overcrowding in the houses of kin, or sleep rough.  

 

In 2006 NT Shelter commissioned a study44 to investigate ways to expand the range of affordable 

housing options in the NT. This was prompted by a number of factors: the decline in fresh capital 

commitments to public housing leading to stock losses over a number of years; the failure of 

Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) to reduce housing stress in the private rental market; the 

tight targeting of public housing stock to those in greatest need and the consequential lower 

turnover of stock; location of stock compounding the disadvantage of low income, unemployment, 

social dysfunction and health problems; and the loss of affordable housing to working households 

that are vital to labour market outcomes. Furthermore, the NT has the highest rate of homelessness, 

the lowest rate of home ownership in Australia and one of the highest rates of Indigenous 

incarceration and recidivism including juvenile detention. 

 

The study report recommended that the NT Government prepare a strategy for the accelerated 

development of the housing association or ‘third sector’ within the rental tenure sphere. This sector 

includes the ‘not for profit’ housing associations which are dedicated to the provision of affordable 

and appropriate housing outcomes for their tenants. They receive capital grants and/or stock 

transfers from their host governments but they are legally separated from these governments and 

can enter into commercial dealings in their own right. Nonetheless, they are tightly regulated to 

ensure their practices conform to their charters and the policy objectives of the host government.  

 

The report argued that the third sector would provide a degree of competition and choice in the low 

income rental sector and would also have greater flexibility to attract private sector investment in 

affordable rental housing. Since the 2009 NAHA, housing association companies in other states in 

Australia have attracted private investment (e.g., Grocon). The National Partnership Agreement on 

Social Housing and the windfall Nation Building Economic Stimulus Plan provide opportunities to 

increase the supply of social housing and grow the not-for-profit housing sector. Rental subsidies 

have been available under NRAS. 

 

In November 2010 it was announced
45

 that Housing Choices Australia and Unity Housing Company 

would establish an Affordable Housing Rental Company (AHRC) to provide housing to people 

struggling to afford market rents but ineligible for public housing in both the greater Darwin area 

and Alice Springs. The NT Government also made the decision to allocate 15 percent of new land 

releases to public and affordable housing. 
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 SGS Economics and Planning. 2007. Levers to Promote Affordable Housing in the Northern Territory. A report 

prepared for NT Shelter, Darwin.  
45

 See Media Release 24 November 2010 from Chris Burns www.newsroom.nt.gov.au/index.cfm 
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Since 2004, there have been significant developments in the policy and delivery frameworks for 

affordable housing under directions from state and territory governments that were further 

enhanced by national initiatives from 2008.  An AHURI study
46

 on role of not-for-profit providers 

made three points of interest here: 

 

(a) Around 40 not-for-profit organisations across Australia have recent experience in producing affordable 

housing, including eleven leading not-for-profit developers that have well established capacity and have 

grown rapidly in recent years.  

(b) The leading not-for-profit developers are starting to gain experience in delivering a variety of purpose 

designed affordable housing products that are cost-effective and have the approval of their tenants. 

(c) All governments in Australia have recently been active in introducing funding, policy and regulatory 

strategies that enable not-for-profit providers to develop affordable housing. Generally the level of public 

funding has been insufficient to generate large volume supply or catalyse private investment at scale. 

Commonwealth initiatives, which include offering a larger scale financial incentive and calling for 

nationally consistent regulation of the not-for-profit sector, have potential to give greater impetus to this 

activity across Australia. 

 

3.4 Sustaining Indigenous Tenancies – Tenancy Support Programs 

 

Increasing the supply of well-designed and maintained, appropriately located and well managed 

affordable rental housing is the most obvious measure to reduce housing insecurity for those 

unlikely to attain home ownership.  Two issues arise with the integration of remote community 

housing into the NT public housing sector; the financial viability of the NT public housing system, 

given that it had already sold stock due to financial difficulties; and whether the local sensitivities 

and approaches (including recognition of kin and other obligations) required will be embedded in 

the service approach in remote communities, town camps and the urban centres of the NT
47

.  

 

Indigenous households have shorter tenancy durations than non-Indigenous households due to 

eviction and leaving the tenancy48. Eviction or threat of eviction stems from rent arrears; tenant 

liabilities; poor property standards; other breaches of a tenancy; and neighbourhood 

issues/conflicts. Lying behind these tenancy-based issues are a myriad of personal drivers that 

include mental and physical illnesses; relationship breakdown; loss of employment; 

hospitalisation/rehabilitation; family and domestic violence; and incarceration. In Alice Springs, 

problems with visitors are reportedly the primary reason for tenants relinquishing their tenancy.  For 

Aboriginal households there were additional drivers of tenancy problems, including:  

 

� Discrimination by landlords and neighbours. 
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 Milligan V, Gurran N, Lawson J, Phibbs P, and Phillips R. 2009. Innovation in affordable housing in Australia: 

Bringing policy and practice for not-for-profit housing organisations together.  AHURI Final Report No. 134. 

Available at www.ahuri.edu.au 
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 Porter R. 2009. From community housing to public housing in Northern Territory remote Aboriginal 

communities: the policy context. DKCRC Working Paper 44. Desert Knowledge CRC, Alice Springs. Available at 

www.desertknowledgecrc.com.au/publications 
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 Flatau P, Coleman A, Memmott P, Baulderstone J, and Slatter M. 2009. Sustaining at-risk Indigenous 

tenancies: a review of Australian policy responses. AHURI Final Report No.138. Available at www.ahuri.edu.au 
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� Failure of landlords and housing agencies to appropriately address cultural behaviour and imperatives 

such as duties of hospitality, extended family responsibilities and demand sharing. 

� Lack of understanding of Indigenous patterns of occupation and use of housing (domiciliary behaviour). 

� Aboriginal belief systems and mourning customs. 

� Inability to meet unforeseen expenses such as funeral costs. 

� Aboriginal patterns of mobility. 

 

In response, state housing agencies have developed a range of program responses to the issue of at-

risk tenancies - broadly called ‘tenancy support programs’. The data collected on client outcomes is 

patchy. But an Australian tenant support program survey identified the following practices that 

helped contribute to positive outcomes for Indigenous clients: 

 

� Early intervention: before the causes of tenancy instability become too great to manage. 

� Client empowerment: empower tenants so that they can successfully manage their own tenancies and 

engage them so that they are attached to achieving positive outcomes from the program. 

� Local knowledge and trust: of local communities is vital as is the use of service providers who are local and 

have credibility in the community. 

� Support workers: need to be culturally sensitive, able to understand and acknowledge cultural issues, 

including kinship obligations, and have an in-depth knowledge of local family relationships. 

� Case management: one-to-one client contact, assertive case management, access to brokerage funds, and 

the use of named referrals linking clients to specific individuals in external agencies together with direct 

transportation to external agencies. 

� External support linkages:  good linkages with agencies providing personal support in areas such as mental 

health and drug and alcohol counselling. 

 

The absence of any of the above factors will limit the ability of a service to meet the needs of clients. 

Adequate resources are necessary to allow agencies to spend the time needed to work with clients. 

In Australia the funding and tenancy management functions are separated from the service delivery 

function and there the relationship between the funder and service provider is a critical factor in the 

success of the program. The AHURI survey found that the following key factors were necessary for a 

successful program: 

 

� A common understanding of the goals and objectives of the program and a clear understanding of the 

roles and responsibilities involved. 

� The activities of support providers need to be monitored against key performance indicators with regular 

performance reviews built into agency contracts.  

� Funders and providers should be involved in reviewing tenants’ requirements and needs and be engaged 

in collaborative case management planning to ensure that agreed expectations, goals and outcomes are 

identified in specific cases. 

� Both funders and providers need to participate in reviews and changes of service delivery models and 

practices. 

� Funders and providers need to develop a shared understanding of the client base, appropriate service 

responses and the importance of relationships to Indigenous people. 

 

At least part of the reason that tenancy support programs have been developed is that once a 

person received public housing they were no longer eligible for the support that came from crisis 

and transitional housing programs. However, many people successfully accessing public housing 
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were doing so because of their “high and complex needs” and their ability to sustain their tenancy 

without support was put at risk, often leading to a recycling back into homelessness. An early 

response to those in public housing whose tenancies were at risk was for tenants with mental health 

problems (for example the Housing and Accommodation Support Initiative in NSW). Since then 

programs have been developed to deal with a range of different high and complex need groups.  

3.5 Supportive Housing Models (Housing First approaches) 

 

Housing and support services have been regarded as separate components of government service 

delivery. The two tended to be combined only through crisis or transitional housing programs. Long 

term housing was seen as the ultimate achievement - and once achieved the tenant was no longer in 

need of support. Clearly, as discussed in the previous section on tenancy support models, this was 

often not the case. This model of housing assistance has been commonly referred to as the Shelter 

Model. In recent years, what has been referred to as ‘supportive housing models’49 that connect 

safe, permanent accommodation with support have been developed in a number of Australian 

capital cities. These models are broadly consistent with a Housing First approach. Housing First 

approaches have the following key elements:  

 

� People do not have to be assessed as ‘housing ready’ 

� Permanent housing is provided as quickly as possible 

� Complex needs are assessed and on site support provided through assertive engagement  

� People are provided with adequate and appropriate support services for the long term if needed 

� People with alcohol and other addictions can access 

� Housing (and tenancy security) is separated from engaging with support services 

� Focuses on a set of principles rather than a particular building type or model.  

 

The Housing First approach moves away from Shelter Models which are premised on the 

requirement that tenants transition (move) into permanent accommodation once their allocated 

time for support expires.  It attempts to address the attendant problems with Shelter Models which 

arise when people have to ‘transition’ to permanent housing with limited or no support. These 

problems include the undermining of stability, loss of connection with local community and 

neighbours and the risk of repeat experiences of social exclusion . Housing First/supportive housing 

approaches tend to work better because:  

 

(a) Housing focused support is provided – supporting the family to meet their tenancy obligations 

and minimising risk factors for tenancy breakdown.  

(b) Housing stability leads to good outcomes for children (school, child care) and parents (linked to 

employment, parenting classes). 

(c) Housing is permanent - crisis or short term does not lead to a sense of ownership; care of 

property or making an effort at community connectedness is enhanced with long term housing 

security. 
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 Supportive housing was developed as a concept in the USA and Canada over 25 years ago as an alternative 

to providing accommodation on a nightly basis in primitive and often unsafe homeless shelters. It has strong 

government support as it has been demonstrated to be cheaper that allowing homeless people to cycle 

through expensive acute care facilities, psychiatric care and the criminal justice system. 
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Some examples of Housing First/supportive housing in Australia are provided in the text boxes 

below. 

 

The Fifty Lives 50 Homes campaign to house and support Brisbane’s first fifty most vulnerable people was 

started by Micah Projects in June 2010 and is part of a commitment to reduce overall homelessness by half 

and offer housing to all people who sleep rough by 2020.  

 

Consistent with Common Ground in the USA, Micah Projects has begun a targeted outreach strategy for the 

first stage of this work: creating a register of all people who are sleeping rough and prioritising those whose 

health is most at risk by remaining homeless.  The target of fifty was to take a ‘bite sized chunk’ at the problem 

first up.  For this a tool called the Vulnerability Index, based on research by Dr Jim O’Connell from the Boston 

Health Care for the Homeless program into the key mortality risk indicators that are prevalent in people who 

are long term homeless. As well as collecting the name and age of homeless individuals and their health status, 

the Index captures data on their institutional history, length of homelessness, crisis accommodation use and 

previous housing situation.  

 

A survey was conducted over a period of weeks early in the morning (4am) to capture rough sleepers before 

they left their sleeping space for the day. Respondents who consented were photographed where they slept 

for future identification which aids in guaranteeing consistency among teams of outreach workers.  Once the 

data was collected it was entered into a data base and people were then ranked according to their age and 

prevalence of health indicators. This informs the decision making process when matching available resources 

in housing and support services to an individual’s needs. Micah will now work their way through the register, 

housing people in scattered sites across Brisbane and coordinating support services that will assist people to 

maintain their tenancies.  

 

Micah Projects commented that the housing first approach is good to target homeless people but you need to 

ensure support services are then provided. Structural change is required and the stability of a tenancy is used 

to address other issues such as (i) health: substance abuse, mental health; and (ii) noise: drinkers, abusiveness, 

and numbers in the unit. If the services (health, disabilities, dentistry, HACC, etc) don’t provide ‘assertive 

outreach’ then the organisation initiating the street to home program will spend all its time getting the 

tenants to appointments (long term homeless are not good at keeping appointments or making it to 

appointments alone). Therefore support must be organised, integrated and coordinated.  

 

Micah Projects has been able to enhance their response to people they support, such as Street to Home with 

services for 20 hours (6am-2am) per day for 7 days per week.  This enable people to access Micah services over 

the weekend because they are able to contact staff at home base and receive improved accessibility and 

enhanced services. However, there is still a need for more workers during the 9am-5pm office hour period to 

help people get to appointments etc. Micah has noted that addictions are very hard to deal with and the street 

to home response doesn’t really take addiction into account in support funding.  
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A purpose built construction at 660 Elizabeth St Melbourne is the site of a Common Ground 

supportive housing model. 

 

 

Yarra Community Housing (YCH)
50

 is the owner and developer of 660 Elizabeth St and has role of affordable 

housing landlord. This role includes providing tenancy management services to all tenants, involving tenants in 

the ongoing management of their housing, creating training and employment opportunities and maintaining 

the building to a high standard.  The building has 161 units: 30 are for families and they have a separate 

entrance.  Then there are 131 units: 66 of these are for low income renters and 65 are for previously homeless 

people who are provided with support to maintain their journey out of homelessness. This is done in close 

partnership with a support organisation, Homeground Services.  HomeGround Services provide five case 

managers for the 65 tenants (13 each) that were previously homeless.  The 65 formerly homeless persons 

were chosen due to their length of homelessness, ever rough sleeping and because they were vulnerable to 

being “stood over”. There is a 24 hour seven day/week staffing presence in the building for both support and 

for responsive tenancy management.  On site staff provide opportunities for recreation, training, employment 

and linking to the broader community. There is a concierge service that provides 24 hour controlled access to 

the building, but this does not employ tenants at present. There is also a security service as some people are 

“fairly unwired”.  There is a visiting GP and a psychiatrist who provide medicare bulk billing. In this model the 

building provides the orientation – a special focus because it is new and was built by Grocon
51

.  Supportive 

housing coordinates the two essential elements in ending homelessness by providing quality housing and long-

term tailored support services together in one place. Supportive housing gets people housed and keeps people 

housed.  

 

 

 

A Place to Call Home – a Commonwealth Government scheme that is a housing first type of approach 

involving transitional housing. A person moves in to a transitional house and is provided with wrap-around 

support to enable them to stabilise. The housing manager can apply to keep the transitional house as a “place 

to call home” for that family and the housing manager then gets a replacement property.  However, there can 

be administrative difficulties in continually replacing the transitional stock if capital funds to increase stock 

numbers are not available.  

 

 

There are several examples of adaptations of the Foyer model that provides long term supported 

accommodation to youth on condition that they are engaged in education, training or employment.  

 

Two key points were made about Housing First/supportive housing models by the 

organisations/individuals interviewed for this research. First, housing and support means the 

tenancy is sustainable, but these can be very difficult relationships if both housing and support 

services are in short supply. Second, it is important for expectations to be realistic. Many people’s 

journey through homelessness is their only journey. People have to learn ‘building behaviours’ after 

years of ‘street behaviours’. Many have mental health, substance abuse, anti-social behaviour issues 
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that stem from intergenerational inequality and ‘worklessness’. To get someone to manage 

themselves without support is an exceptional achievement, though the level of support needed may 

reduce over time. Opportunities for social participation, to engage with interesting activities and 

diverse people may also offer a pathway towards developing the threshold of self worth, self 

management, self heath and life purpose needed for reducing the level of social service support 

needed and future economic participation.  

 

3.6 Social Housing for Indigenous Households 

 

AHURI is currently investigating how social housing services are provided to Indigenous clients in 

urban and regional settings to better understand how to deliver housing services both to meet 

housing needs and to contribute to ‘closing the gap’ in ways that will be consistent with cultural 

values and Indigenous aspirations.  The positioning paper52 studied a number of frameworks and 

principles emerging across the human services system to underpin action to promote culturally 

informed service responses. Ideas from these frameworks suggest that preconditions for good 

service must involve: 

 

� An understanding of the history and legacy of prior occupancy and Indigenous-Settler state relations. 

� A strong cultural knowledge of and respect for Indigenous people and their cultural values. 

� The intentional design of culturally inclusive policies and programs that engage Indigenous stakeholders 

and promote self-determination, participatory governance and Indigenous institutional capacity. 

� Culturally adapted and responsive services that are delivered by culturally competent staff with 

opportunity for Indigenous clients to interact with Indigenous staff and services that provide culturally 

safe experiences for applicants and tenants. 

� Giving specific attention to cultural values and Indigenous lifestyles in the design and location of housing. 

� Culturally proficient service systems comprising both culturally adapted mainstream and culturally specific 

housing and related services that work effectively together in the best interests of client and to build 

community capacity.  

 

The authors of this study note their concern with the identified preconditions for culturally 

appropriate services against recent trends that have led to an intensification of mainstreaming. This 

is of course particularly the case in the NT, where Indigenous housing organisations have nearly all 

disappeared, remote housing management taken over by the Territory Government, and Aboriginal 

governance and institutional capacity diminished.  
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4. Housing and Housing Support Services in Alice Springs  
 

This section draws from interviews with housing service providers in Alice Springs to provide an 

overview of the housing and support services currently available to Aboriginal people permanently 

residing in Alice Springs and those who ‘visit’ for varying purposes and durations of time. Section 4.1 

examines service responses to the latter group—commonly referred to as ‘visitors’—but in reality is 

a more complex issue involving voluntary and involuntary movements of short, long and 

indeterminate periods of time.  Section 4.2 looks at medium-long term ‘transitional’ housing services 

in Alice Springs that typify the Shelter Model response to housing need and the problems 

experienced when there are few affordable and secure long term housing options. Section 4.3 looks 

at the housing support services provided to Indigenous tenants in Alice Springs, the apparent gaps, 

the strength of linkages across agencies and future directions.    

4.1 Responses to Aboriginal Mobility 

 

Aboriginal temporary mobility has been identified as a major contributor to homelessness and 

tenancy failure but until recently there was little attempt to understand the push and pull factors 

contributing  to mobility nor the connections between these factors and the duration of time away 

and accommodation needs. A more nuanced understanding of temporary mobility can improve 

service responses and outcomes for mobile Aboriginal people. This is separate from, but connected 

to, identifying tenancy models for the existing and growing (natural growth and migrant) permanent 

population of Aboriginal people in Alice Springs.  

 

Funding through the Nation Building Economic Stimulus Plan and the ASTP has delivered three new 

facilities and three refurbished facilities in Alice Springs. The first two, Percy Court and additional 

one-bedroom units at Goyder Street are transitional managed accommodation facilities.  The 

remaining four provide short term managed accommodation. Clearly three of these facilities are a 

response to the increased number of Aboriginal individuals and families coming to Alice Springs to 

access medical services. The Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park is intended to reduce the number of 

visitors that stay with kin in the town camps or public housing.  

 

• Percy Court – a new transitional housing facility which include 18 one bedroom, 7 three bedroom and 3 

four bedroom dwellings.  Accommodation and support to people who are homeless or have difficulty 

maintaining a tenancy. 

• Goyder St managed accommodation for homeless men – an additional 8 one bedroom dwellings.  

• Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park – maximum two weeks for Indigenous individuals and families visiting Alice 

Springs. 

• The Lodge – redevelopment with 35 beds for medium to longer term managed accommodation for 

Indigenous people coming to Alice Springs seeking medical treatment, in particular renal patients. 

• Akangkentye Hostel – refurbished short to medium term accommodation with 65 beds (18 units) for 

Indigenous people accessing medical treatment and other essential services. Will be used in the short 

term for residents of town camps whose homes are being renovated as part of SIHIP.  
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• Stuart Lodge – refurbished to provide 33 units of accommodation for short to medium term 

accommodation for Indigenous people who are seeking access to health services. 

 

Table 5 maps the services in Alice Springs against the seven categories of Indigenous temporary 

mobility identified in the AHURI study: Improving housing responses to Indigenous patterns of 

temporary mobility. Table 5 does not cover the specialist disability and psychiatric disability 

accommodation and support provided by organisations such as MHACA, ITEC Health and CASA, nor 

the aged care homes such as Hetty Perkins and Old Timers as these services provide longer term 

accommodation that has an element of assessment and planning before access is possible.  

 

Table 5: Mapping Indigenous mobility against accommodation options in Alice Springs 

Category of Indigenous Mobility Accommodation options in Alice 

Springs 

Comment 

• Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park 

Short term for visitors to A/S  

150 people 

2 weeks maximum stay 

22 staff  

Bus route  

Purchase meals or cook own 

Visitors – short term voluntary 

visits 

• Stay with relatives in town or 

sleep rough 

Aims: reduce overcrowding in 

town camps by providing an 

alternative for short term visitors 

Camping $5 adult 

Tent $7 adult $2 child 

Cabin $14 adult $3 child 

Self contained cabin $20 adult $4 

child 

Migrants -relocate relatively 

permanently. Individuals whose 

health needs, especially renal 

dialysis patients are included in 

this group because of their long-

term dependence on services  

• Topsy Smith Hostel (40 beds) 

• Sid Ross Hostel (40 beds) 

• Ayiparinya Hostel (94 beds) 

• Akangkentye Hostel (65 

beds)* 

• Stuart Lodge (54 beds) 

• The Lodge (35 beds) 

• Bloomfield St 26 2 bedroom 

Units 

• Territory Housing 

 

Long wait period for public housing 

means that hostels have residents 

staying for long periods and there 

is a waiting list to get in.  

Recently renovated Lodges may 

ease congestion but number of 

renal patients (and accompanying 

families) has increased 

substantially.  

Boarders - accessing services 

unavailable in their home location 

especially training, education and 

health, as well as serving a 

custodial sentence. A defining 

characteristic is that the length of 

the absence is predictable and the 

absence is often planned including 

provision of temporary 

accommodation. 

• Ayiparinya Hostel (94 beds) 

• Akangkentye Hostel (65 

beds)* 

• Stuart Lodge (54 beds) 

• The Lodge (35 beds) 

• Bloomfield St 26 2 bedroom 

Units 

• Ampe Akweke house for 

young women who are 

pregnant or recently delivered 

a baby 

• ASYASS youth housing units 

 

Will compete with migrants for the 

same hostel and lodge 

accommodation until there are 

more long term affordable housing 

options available that enable 

people to move out of hostels.  

Problems of Indigenous 

incarceration and lack of post-jail 

housing and support models. 

Between place dwellers • Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park  

Transients - visiting takes place in 

a context of overcrowding and 

housing exclusion with frequent 

moves and some public space 

dwelling. Where this is combined 

• Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park 

• Goyder St hostel for homeless 

men and 8x 1 bedroom units 

• Bill Braitling 17x1 bedroom 

units 

Unlikely to use visitor park if 

alcohol use is a factor. 

Must want to undertake treatment 

to access support services. 

Potential clients for street to home 
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with alcohol use, this group is 

especially vulnerable to chronic 

homelessness. This group is most 

implicated in destabilising 

tenancies of those with whom 

they stay. 

• Bush Mob treatment and 

residential house 

• CAAAPU accommodation with 

residential treatment for 

alcohol recovery 

• Stay with Relatives so as to 

spend money on alcohol 

 

initiatives but needs more long 

term housing availability with 

intensive support services 

provided for as long as required. 

High and complex needs require 

early intervention to avoid chronic 

homelessness. 

More supportive housing models 

and experimentation needed for 

this group – Bill Braitling 

possibility? 

 

Involuntary travellers - forced to 

move for an indeterminate time, 

either because their home is 

unsafe (domestic violence) or 

because relationships within the 

community have broken down. 

Also involves individuals who have 

a home but leave it periodically to 

stay with relatives because of 

overcrowding.  

• Ayiparinya Hostel (94 beds) 

• Akangkentye Hostel (65 

beds)* 

• Stuart Lodge (54 beds) 

• The Lodge (35 beds) 

• Bloomfield St 26 2 bedroom 

Units 

• Women’s Shelter  30 beds and 

2 transitional houses 

• ASYASS youth refuge and 8 

units 

 

This group will have difficulty 

accessing the crisis and short-

medium term accommodation 

options on demand as flow-

through is blocked by people 

waiting for permanent housing. 

Chronic homeless - are more likely 

to be single and have high and 

complex needs. Their mobility is 

overwhelmingly involuntary, 

associated with substance use and 

characterised by cycling between 

overcrowded relatives’ homes, 

public space, crisis and emergency 

accommodation, and prison or 

other forms of custodial shelter. 

• Goyder St hostel for homeless 

men and 8 1 bedroom units 

• Bill Braitling -17 1 bedroom 

units 

• Bush Mob treatment and 

residential house 

• CAAAPU accommodation with 

residential treatment for 

alcohol recovery 

• Potential street-to-home 

initiative? 

Short term accommodation 

options are not viable for this 

group. Requires long term housing 

– housing first – with intensive 

support for as long as needed. 

Either specially designed new 

accommodation with in-house 

support or scattered long term 

housing with outreach support 

services.  

* To be used initially for people from town camps whose houses are being renovated through the SIHIP. 

 

Incarceration rates for Indigenous people in the NT have increased by over 52% in the last ten years. 

Some 1600 Indigenous persons are incarcerated at any one time (800 over the current capacity of 

gaols) in the NT. Juvenile detention rates are also on the rise
53

. A new 24 bed detention facility has 

recently been established in NT adjacent to the existing maximum security prison.  Incarceration 

exacerbates housing insecurity and homelessness to the extent that it disrupts existing tenancy 

arrangements. The majority of prisoners do not have secure housing to go to once they are released,  

and their resultant itinerancy and instability often leads to repeat engagement with the criminal 

justice system. Recidivism rates are on the rise. Whilst convictions for assault are the leading cause 

of a gaol sentence, traffic offences and non payment of fines comes a close second (to some extent a 

direct result of more policing since the NTER). There are no specific housing related programs in 

existence in Alice Springs to cater for prisoners once released. Whilst the gaol has an extensive social 
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rehabilitation program including work experience, enterprise and training, the lack of housing 

options on release actively prevents these new found skills to be effectively utilised.  

 

Centrelink in Alice Springs has deployed a Community Engagement Team that provides: (1) Place 

Based Services; (2) Prison Release Services; and (3) Outreach Services. The mobile service delivers 

services to customer who are homeless or at risk of homelessness, mobility affected or vulnerable to 

assist them to access services and to facilitate pathways to opportunities that can help them change 

their situation. A prison liaison officer visits the Alice Springs Correctional Centre on a weekly basis 

to deal with Centrelink related queries. The outreach service works through community agencies to 

provide out-servicing arrangements to people in rehabilitation and drop-in centres. Centrelink has 

developed partnerships with a range of agencies such as Tangentyere Indigenous Case Management 

Services, Congress Social and Emotional, Congress Men’s Health, Salvation Army, Territory Housing 

and medical services to maximise outcomes for their clients. Centrelink reports that many rough 

sleepers will not use services in town as they require them to be drug free or be prepared to 

undertake a program of rehabilitation. 

4.2 Medium and Long Term Housing Sector  

 

Table 6 has been produced from interviews conducted in Alice Springs, a report produced by the 

Mental Health Association Central Australia (MHACA) in 2010
54

 and information from NT Shelter to 

provide a guide to medium and long term social sector housing in Alice Springs. The crisis 

accommodation services such as the youth refuge and the women’s refuge are not included in this 

table.  

 

Table 6: Long and Medium to Long Term Accommodation Options in Alice Springs 

   House 

 

Unit 

 

Hostel 

Room 

Beds 

Territory Housing 

(TH) 

Public Housing  indefinite Y Y   

Housing and Support long term - 

indefinite 
 Y   MHACA 

Crisis and Transitional   Y Y  
Towards 

Independence 

Program 

(leased from TH) 

transitional Y Y   

Goyder St Men’s 

Hostel 

transitional   Y  

Salvation Army 

Goyder St 

Independent units for 

homeless men 

transitional  Y   

Bill Braitling  transitional  Y   Anglicare 

Bloomfield Street transitional  Y   
Mission Australia Percy Court Transitional Y Y   
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Alice Springs 

Youth 

Accommodation 

Support Service 

(ASYASS) 

Youth Housing 

Program 

Supported 

Accommodation 
 Y   

Life Without 

Barriers 

Disability Housing  Long term 

Supported 

Accommodation 

 

Y    

Casa Central 

Australia 

Disability Housing Supported 

Accommodation 
Y    

ITEC Health Disability Housing Supported 

Accommodation 
Y    

Alice Springs 

Women’s Shelter 

2 Transitional houses Supported 

Accommodation 
Y    

Tangentyere 

Council  

Safe Families Program  2 houses for 

children 

I house for family 

with DV 

Y   Y 

 

Table 6 shows that the overwhelming response to housing need in Alice Springs has been to provide 

support to people whilst they reside in transitional accommodation. The only long term affordable 

housing option is public housing and to a limited extent by MHACA for people with a mental illness 

and Life without Barriers to people with a disability. MHACA made the decision, because of the 

better outcomes it provides for clients, to provide long term housing (7 properties) with support and 

have subsequently separated tenancy management from support functions within the organisation. 

MHACA also head leases ‘transitional’ housing from DLGHRS but its preferred model is long term 

supportive housing (indeed Housing First).   

 

The current emphasis on transitional housing in Alice Springs has been referred to as the ‘shelter 

model’55 with pathways through accommodation types represented by the arrows at the tops of the 

diagrams in Fig 2.  

 

 
Fig 2. Shelter Model 

 

The arrows suggest that there is a continuum of services available to a client and that housing supply 

is available in each of these accommodation types. However debates on homelessness leading to the 

National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness acknowledged that these assumptions are not 

met primarily due to the contraction of public housing stock, Indigenous population growth and 

urban drift and the resultant long waiting periods. The National Partnership Agreement on 

Homelessness specifically refers to breaking the cycle of homelessness through providing people 
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who become homeless with stable housing and the support they need so that homelessness does 

not recur.  Waiting times for public housing make clear that there is no quick transition into stable 

housing in Alice Springs. Even housing applicants on the priority waitlist face a wait period of 

between 12 and 36 months. The question then becomes: to where will people ‘transition’?  As 

illustrated below, Alice Springs service providers are frustrated with the transitional accommodation 

model.  

 

Lack of exits from transitional housing is a problem and the model isn’t working. Clients get settled in the 

neighbourhood, kids are in school, they are stabilised and supported, some couples may even re-enter the 

workforce or study depending on life circumstances. Eventually they get a house, usually further out of town, 

and face a huge disruption. There is some contact with them for the first 1-2 months but it drops off as there is 

someone new to support in the transitional house.  

 

Ayiparinya Hostel has become a staging post for people waiting to get in TH properties and this can take up to 

6 years. People now have to make bookings to get in and there is a waiting list of more than 100 applicants. 

 

The aim of transitional housing is to learn certain skills and then move into a place of one’s own. However, 

clients learn skills and then find there is no house to move into. They are disappointed and loose heart and 

may even suffer a regression in skills. Others build a sense of belonging in the community of their ‘transitional 

housing’ and then eventually have to move – perhaps into a hostile neighbourhood. In addition, transitional 

housing is often closer to town than public housing and people can experience social isolation, dislocation, loss 

of community and support of the transitional housing provider.  There are not too many successful transitions 

and ex-clients often want to return to our accommodation services.  

 

4.3  Long Term Housing 

 

The NT Homelessness Implementation Plan notes that the one of the drivers of homelessness is the 

cyclical mobility of Indigenous people travelling between remote areas and regional centres for 

access to services and cultural reasons. Clearly there is a need to respond to these short and 

medium term accommodation requirements. This would be easier to achieve in Alice Springs if the 

existing range of short and medium term accommodation facilities (especially hostels) were not 

being tied up by people waiting for long term housing.   

 

Alice Springs has 853 public housing dwellings units managed by DLGHRS. The majority are one, two 

and three bedroom dwellings with 36 four bedroom dwellings. There are a further 117 industry 

housing dwellings (owned by the Department and managed by the Community sector). The majority 

of these are one and two bedroom dwellings. The public housing dwellings are an ageing stock and 

poorly suited to the needs of Aboriginal families that now comprise the majority of the current 

tenants and a large proportion of the waiting list. There is no readily available information on 

waiting lists for industry housing dwellings. Since 2009 the town camp houses also fall under the 

auspices of DLGHRS. As noted earlier, the management of the town camps was taken over by the 

Commonwealth Government late 2009, and subleased to the NT Government, whereby DLGHRS 

manages the houses (292 dwellings as of May 2011) and the Department of Infrastructure and 

Planning manages the common areas. The NT Government has sub-contracted the tenancy 

management to the CAAHC (consistent with contracting arrangements with the local government 
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shires for remote community housing) and sub-contracted the provision of support services to 

tenants to Tangentyere Council.  

 

A total of 85 new houses will be constructed in the Alice Springs town camps. Twenty-one new 

houses have been completed across Morris Soak, Trucking Yards, Hidden Valley, Larapinta Valley, 

Little Sisters and Walpiri Camp. In addition to the new houses, there will also be refurbishments to 

existing houses and improvements in infrastructure. Forty-four rebuilds and refurbishments are 

complete at Morris Soak, Trucking Yards, Hidden Valley, Ilparpa, Palmer’s Camp and Larapinta Valley 

while 19 rebuilds and refurbishments are underway at Morris Soak, Hidden Valley, Ilpeye Ilpeye, 

Little Sisters and Larapinta Valley. A major clean up of the town camps and ‘fix and make safe’ work 

on 194 houses has been completed.
56

 

4.4 Tenancy Support Programs  

 

There are a number of ways in which Aboriginal people are supported to maintain their 

accommodation in Alice Springs. In the short term accommodation facilities such as the Ayiparinya 

and Akangkentye Hostels run by Aboriginal Hostels Limited, tenants are provided with 

accommodation and three meals per day. Electricity and cleaning costs are covered in the tariff. 

However, as these short term facilities become increasingly long term for tenants with aspirations to 

migrate to Alice Springs and therefore waiting for public housing, these support services increasingly 

de-skill the tenants in terms of being able to cook, clean and deal with bills themselves and are 

unable to cope when they do eventually shift to public housing.   

 

Typically, in crisis accommodation services such as the women’s and youth refuges and specialist 

services responding to mental health issues, assistance is provided across a range of services 

(medical, income, courts, police, etc) depending on the client and what is required to stabilise their 

situation. A case management approach is most common with the case manager or management 

team coming from the crisis service. In other words, support is part and parcel of being in the crisis 

accommodation. If the crisis service manages  ‘transitional houses’ then the support provided to the 

client will continue for as long as the client is in the transitional house but should be responsive to 

the changing circumstance and needs of the client.  Sometimes needs may be identified that cannot 

be responded to due to the shortage of specialist services in Alice Springs. In other situations a 

degree of stability, children in school and increased social participation may be achieved. What has 

been reported to occur all too frequently is that clients become dependent on particular staff of the 

agency providing the support, or the agency itself, and when the staff member leaves or they are 

required to move to public housing, things fall apart. Not only does the client have to face new 

circumstances but they have to face them without the familiar supports of the agency they have 

become dependent on.  The risk of failure in the new independent tenancy is high and a return to 

housing insecurity or homelessness may be the result. 

 

The Salvation Army runs a Towards Independence Program for families. Six houses are leased from 

Territory Housing and those families in the program must be on the public housing priority waiting 

list. The living skills support program run by the Salvation Army is for 3-6 months depending on the 
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tenant’s level of skills in the house but the priority wait time is between 12 months and 3 years. The 

program cannot provide the range of supports needed by Aboriginal families who are sufficiently 

disadvantaged to have ‘made it’ to the priority wait list.  

 

Anglicare provides tenancy and family support to the tenants of 27x2 bedroom units in Bloomfield 

Street. The client group is families coming to town for medical or other reasons and families who 

have been living in town with relatives and putting their tenancy at risk. There is one children’s 

worker who supports mothers with child activities, playgroups and school attendance. The Bill 

Braitling facility of 17 units run by Anglicare provides transitional accommodation to people with 

mental health problems. The clients are generally referred by another service or may have been 

sleeping rough
57

.  

 

The key program of support that is not tied to crisis and transitional supported accommodation is 

the Tenancy Sustainability Program (TSP). This program provides life skills training to public housing 

tenants and applicants, as well as residents of Town Camps, who require assistance to manage and 

sustain their tenancies. The TSP is a ‘voluntary’ program delivered by Anglicare (town tenancies) and 

Tangentyere Council (town camp tenancies). TSP incorporates four main areas of living skills training: 

 

1. managing money and resources; 

2. managing visitors and crowding; 

3. household orientation and functionality; and 

4. maintaining a safe, healthy and hygienic home. 

 

Anglicare receives funding to support 50 tenants at any one time. Initially, the focus of TSP was on 

tenants that were referred to Anglicare by DLGHRS because their tenancy was at risk. Now the 

program targets those entering public housing and those who have been identified as having an at-

risk tenancy. Under the TSP, Anglicare has a support plan that extends for three months. This may be 

continued if the tenant receiving the support is fully engaged and strongly motivated (probably 

about 60% of clients). If they are not motivated then the support is withdrawn and another tenant 

at-risk becomes the recipient.  Anglicare reports there are often things happening in a tenant’s life 

more urgent of attention than learning living skills. Other specialist service providers are needed to 

sustain a tenancy when there are issues with mental illness, drug and alcohol addiction, domestic 

violence, etc. Learning living skills is a necessary but insufficient response to sustaining tenancies.   

 

Tangentyere Council receives funding for a TSP to residents of the town camps. The Tangentyere 

Council Program uses the following approaches: 

• Employs Aboriginal people to work with families on a one-to-one basis but also employ non-

Aboriginal staff when there are avoidance issues with an Aboriginal team member 

• Have a mixed gender team 

• Work with families on the issues they identify, not just a smaller band of tenancy related issues. Some 

tenants have complex needs that are more important than housing issues 
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• Where tenants are not responding to the TSP they keep trying with different workers to see if a better 

‘connection’ can be made 

• Case management approach 

• No restrictions on access to TSP 

 

Both agencies expressed concern that the TSP focus on living skills did not enable sufficient attention 

to be paid to the wide range of problems that impact on tenancy sustainability and recurrent 

homelessness. In particular, mental health issues, drug and alcohol addictions and family problems 

were referred to as issues that require specialist case management beyond the scope of the TSP. The 

recently announced Housing Support Program58 may be intended to address this issue in relation to 

residents of the town camps, but details are not available. 

 

The current accommodation and support model predominant in Alice Springs is contrary to 

achieving the aim of the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness. Homeless people do not 

move quickly through the crisis system to long-term housing. Nor are they supported to reconnect 

with education, employment and the community. In Alice Springs support is largely contingent on 

being housed by the support provider.  In this sense, each service provider has “their clients”; those 

who are supported in accommodation that is managed by the service provider. Once the client 

leaves that accommodation their support effectively ends.  

 

Where support is not a condition of being housed by the support provider, such as TSP, that support 

is narrowly focused on tenancy issues such as paying bills, dealing with visitors and keeping the 

house clean. These are important skills to learn but they are not enough to sustain a tenancy when 

other more demanding issues, such as physical and mental health, parenting, childcare, family issues 

are present.  The TSP, as named, is a program to sustain tenancies but it may equally be seen as a 

program to protect government investment in the bricks and mortar of housing, particularly the new 

and refurbished homes in the town camps. But there can be another agenda attached to the capital 

investment in housing. This is an agenda that leverages housing to achieve the social inclusion 

outcomes of increased social and economic participation. Given the current investments aligned to 

the Alice Springs Transformation Plan, including housing, the opportunity to develop and implement 

integrated and innovative social inclusion initiatives is palpable.   
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5. Emerging Ideas 
 

The first part of this section summarises key points of the policy context that drives the search for 

optimal models of tenancy for Aboriginal people in Alice Springs.  This is followed by three sub-

sections that address immediate actions, actions to grow the not-for-profit housing sector and finally 

a section discussing the re-visioning of public housing management in the NT.  

5.1 Context Summary 

 

The Australian Government’s social inclusion agenda aims for all Australians having access to secure 

employment; services; social connection to family, friends, work places and communities; the 

resources to deal with personal crises such as ill health, bereavement or the loss of a job; and to 

have their voice heard.   

 

The National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness aims to move people quickly through the 

crisis system to long-term housing, and at the same time provide help to reconnect with education, 

employment and the community. The connections between the social inclusion agenda and the 

housing reform agenda are very clear and depend on achieving successful pathways between 

community, education and employment.  

 

Alice Springs has a strong broad-based economy that provides numerous work opportunities: the 

unemployment rate is low and there are significant skills shortages. High housing costs and a 

complex housing market has meant that attracting and retaining a labour force is a challenge for 

Alice Springs businesses. On the other hand, the Aboriginal population that officially sits at around 

21 per cent of the Alice Springs population (some 5854 persons) is growing and youthful.  By 2012 it 

is predicated that 67 per cent of the Indigenous population of the NT will be of working age and 

ambitious employment and business development targets have been set by the NT Government. 

The ASTP aims to improve the life outcomes for Indigenous residents in Alice Springs and their 

visitors.  

 

Given this synopsis, the current raft of agreements, policies and programs should, if achieving their 

aims, bring an inclusive growth agenda to Alice Springs.  In broadest terms this should involve 

employment-centred growth, universal social services and removal of inequality traps based on 

gender, cultural identity and location. It should also involve governance that encompasses diversity 

and supports the socially and economically excluded to have a say in the decisions that impact their 

lives.   

5.2 What catalysts could support optimal tenancies in Alice Springs?  

 

Currently services in Alice Springs are being used inappropriately: crisis accommodation has become 

medium term accommodation, medium term transitional accommodation has becomes long term 

accommodation and the eventual attainment of long term housing can be accompanied by a severe 



 

 

49

disruption that is unsettling and which can destabilise the tenancy and begin a new cycle of 

homelessness. Of course, for many people there is no progression through crisis, transitional and 

long term housing, as access is limited by the number of service providers and the availability of 

their crisis beds and transitional housing stock. They may move between service points and family 

living in town or in the town camps, putting their hosts’ tenancies at risk, or sleep rough for periods 

of time. Centrelink staff related a story of a woman who had been cycling between Aboriginal 

Hostels, the Todd River and her sister for five years waiting for Territory Housing accommodation. 

Fortunately, they located this woman before she missed out on being made an offer of 

accommodation. But after at least five years of homelessness, will this woman be able to sustain a 

tenancy with either no support, or at best 3-6 months of TSP? Many people are unable to be 

contacted and lose their place on the waiting lists. Though multiple factors may contribute to 

homelessness this story is typical of the type of situation experienced many times over and justifies 

the new National policy focus on homelessness. It is increasingly accepted that Housing First models, 

that provide appropriate long term accommodation and personal support are essential in assisting 

people out of rough sleeping and in preventing people returning to homelessness
59

.  

 

Aboriginal people in Alice Springs need to be offered more than short term and transitional ‘Shelter’ 

housing models delivered on the basis of some notion of their transitory nature. The separation of 

housing management from the provision of support services is also pressing.  

 

The NT Government must leverage new models and investments to improve the availability of long 

term housing. The Department of Health and Families and the service organisations the Department 

funds, must build a strong interagency collaborative approach that both responds to identified 

issues such as mental health, drug addictions, life skills, and connect tenants to second chance 

education and social enterprise opportunities tailored to participants needs. Centrelink has been 

working in this direction since 2009 and can assist agencies to integrate and build some rules around 

assisting people to move towards greater participation.  

 

The idea that all Aboriginal people in Alice Springs will, with TSP training be able to sustain housing 

tenancies, and with more training transition to mainstream employment—to fill the gap in existing 

skills shortages—ignores the need for individual pathways that begin where that person is at, and 

then proceed to take them on a journey to a destination or outcome that is markedly theirs. The 

missing link in a town like Alice Springs is the step-wise supported opportunities that provide 

pathways from welfare to work for people whose challenges include the experience of 

intergenerational unemployment, ill health (including mental health and substance abuse), 

responsibilities for numerous dependents  (young and aged and disabled) as well as the chaos of 

overcrowding and homelessness. The amenity provided by having a house needs to be leveraged as 

stepping stone towards meaningful social participation  

 

Improved access to social enterprise type opportunities that can provide employment in different 

ways is an area currently being developed in Alice Springs through the Desert Peoples Centre’s 
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 An article from The Australian 1 August 2011, discussed a report by UBS Warberg economist Scott Haslem 

where he argued that Housing First models such as New York’s pathways program and Toronto’s Street2Home 

initiative were proving 85% successful and presented significant cost saving models for governments. It was 

cheaper to house and support the homeless than to take services to the homeless on the streets. 
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proposed Social Enterprise Hub. Opportunities exist for social enterprise to be developed in 

conjunction with new sustainable tenancy models in Alice Springs for improving social inclusion. 

 

5.3 Steps for Making the Changes  

 

Three steps could be taken to move toward optimal tenancy support. In each step, leveraging of 

housing to produce social and economic participation outcomes must be integral to tenancy 

support. 

4. Immediate actions that utilise funds available under the NPAH and begin the process of 

changing from a transitional housing model to models more consistent with Housing First 

principles; 

5. Actions to grow the not-for-profit affordable housing sector for increased supply of 

affordable long term housing; and  

6. Actions to re-vision the delivery of public housing in Alice Springs.  

5.4 Immediate actions  

 

In the past 12 months there has been an increase in the short to medium term accommodation 

options available for Aboriginal families travelling to Alice Springs.  Coordinated and improved long 

term monitoring of access, length and purpose of stay, appropriateness of the accommodation to 

individuals and family groups, and outcomes achieved for the client group is needed to provide an 

assessment of whether the investment in the Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park and new and renovated 

hostels and lodges, has been sufficient to meet the demand for short to medium term 

accommodation. Certainly informal reports to date about the use of the Visitor Park, highlight the 

popularity of the cabins with visitors from remote communities. It has been fully booked three times 

since it opened (each over weekends of large sporting or cultural events) but generally the up-scale 

tent accommodation is unpopular raising some questions about its design appropriateness. Despite 

targeted publicity about the Visitor Park amongst Alice Springs homeless and rough sleepers, to 

date, they have not availed themselves of the facility. 

 

While supported accommodation services can assist with the prevention of episodes of 

homelessness and/or overcrowding in the homes of relatives in Alice Springs for people and families 

needing short to medium term accommodation, they are not an appropriate or sufficient response 

for migrants seeking long term housing, neither do they address the needs of those who are 

chronically homeless or itinerant people at risk of chronic homelessness.  These are key groups 

targeted by the NPAH for supportive housing models that aim to end homelessness and improve 

social inclusion of the homeless.  

 

There is a threshold of foundation skills, including English literacy and numeracy, required to support 

vocational training and economic participation. A majority of Aboriginal people in central Australia 

have not attained this threshold from compulsory education, nor have they been able to access 

alternate second chance learning opportunities tailored to their particular aspirations or needs. Such 

opportunities are a peculiar gap in the service landscape of Alice Springs and even where they do 

exist, the linkages between these and housing and tenancy programs have often been tenuous. The 
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current range of initiatives under the NPHA provides opportunities to strategically build these 

linkages between secure housing and tenancy support programs. 

 

There are four key NPAH core output areas that presently target funds to Alice Springs: 

e) A place to call home  

f) Street to home for chronically homeless people and rough sleepers 

g) Support to sustain public and private tenancies  

h) Assistance to people leaving child protection services, correctional and health facilities to 

access and maintain stable, affordable housing  

A place to call home 

Under this initiative participants will be housed and supported for a 12 month period in a public 

housing dwelling managed by a non-government organisation. Through the provision of life skills, 

tenancy training and other support, participants will develop the capacity to maintain an 

independent public housing tenancy in the long term. Once the intensive support period concludes, 

the tenancy will be transitioned into public housing, that is, there is a change in tenure, not a change 

in premises.  

 

The NT Homelessness Implementation Plan does not specify where the ‘place to call home’ 

initiatives will be developed or by what agency. Informally, it is reported that in Alice Springs, 

Anglicare will run a place to call home program with eight houses head leased from DLGHRS. This 

initiative is a welcome recognition that long term housing is the key requirement for tenancy 

sustainability. But the form of support appears to be limited to the provision of training in living 

skills.  As mentioned in earlier sections of this report, living skills are a necessary part of sustaining a 

tenancy, but may not be sufficient to sustain a tenancy when the tenant is faced with other critical 

issues. Neither does the program as described leverage any outcomes beyond housing.  

 

There is really no reason why DLGHRS or the CAAHC could not be the landlord of the ‘place to call 

home’ dwellings from the start. It is not necessary that Anglicare, in this instance, be the landlord for 

the first 12 months, when Anglicare could be the lead agency coordinating a comprehensive 

assessment and holistic client support program as required for the tenants of the eight houses, in 

collaboration with other support service providers.   Included in this collaborative response effort 

could be an agency that is prepared to work with the tenants/families on skills development 

initiatives such as sewing, repairs and maintenance, literacy and numeracy as a lead into more 

vocationally targeted training. 

 

With collaborative experience developed across the service provision industry in Alice Springs, there 

could be further changes: the Salvation Army’s Towards Independence Program could be reformed 

so that tenancy management of the houses is with DLGHRS or the CAAHC and the Salvation Army is 

the lead coordinating agency for a collaborative multi-agency response to the tenants of these 

houses. When and if the need for tenancy support is reduced or no longer required, the support 

could be extended to new tenants. As another example, Anglicare and DLGHRS could discuss turning 

the 27x2-bedroom units at Bloomfield St, or a number of them, into permanent public housing 

tenancies with collaborative support from agencies. This may include providing childcare to enable 
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young mothers to access to second chance education or to be assisted with identifying and pursuing 

pathways to sustainable work.  

 Street to home initiative for chronically homeless and rough sleepers 

The Street to Home initiative aims to provide long term accommodation for rough 

sleepers/chronically homeless people with an assertive outreach support model to assist them to 

adapt to stable accommodation and to address major issues in their life.   

 

In Alice Springs two initiatives are referred to under the street to home NPAH core output. These are 

(i) the MHACA crisis and transitional housing support program for people with a mental illness 

through two beds in hostels, 2 one bedroom units and 1 two bedroom unit (units head-leased from 

DLGHRS) with three months intensive training in situ; and (ii) the Salvation Army will be funded to 

deliver a case management program to work with clients who cycle through homelessness at the 

Red Shield Hostel, as well as working with clients as an outreach program.  

 

Disappointingly, in a Territory with the Australia’s highest rates of homelessness neither of these 

two initiatives provides a Housing First approach. Rather, they rely on the clients in the two 

programs being able to access long term housing and then being able to sustain that housing with 

the skills they have acquired during their period in transitional housing, albeit with some initial out-

reach support. Even an integrated, holistic and tailored case-management service aimed at 

supporting homeless people until they are stabilised in longer term accommodation, will face 

difficulties when the availability of long term housing is a major impediment. There is clearly room in 

the Alice Springs context for other street to home initiatives that do put ‘housing first’. Certainly 

such investments attract significant costs, but research has shown that even with highly focussed 

support being provided to previously homeless tenants, it is more cost effective than having rough 

sleepers churn through places such as the hospital, the police, the courts or the gaols.  

  

If government and service providers in Alice Springs are to address homelessness from a Housing 

First approach then the following steps are relevant:  

 

• Discussion of the concept and experience of services implementing street to home initiatives 

in other states. Different models are possible – what are the pros and cons of each for rough 

sleepers in Alice Springs: support and tenancy services on site in clustered housing or 

assertive outreach support models where homeless people are entering established 

scattered single dwelling housing. What are the long term accommodation options?  What 

support networks are likely to be needed? The concept requires discussion on where to find 

and count the homeless - does it include youth that are ‘couch surfing’, does it include 

people who stay with relatives in town camps and public housing or does it only encompass 

a narrower definition of rough sleepers?  

• Identifying an appropriate lead organisation 

• Strong linkages with all agencies that have contact with the homeless to help track, profile 

and engage. Do the wardens or the Tangentyere Night Patrol take the names of people they 

move on? Is there a quasi register of rough sleepers?  If people don’t have papers to prove 

who they are then they cannot register for public housing – many primary homeless people 

are in this situation. 
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• Mapping out a street to home initiative whereby people sleeping rough are identified, 

profiled and engaged 

• Survey of rough sleepers/homeless to record, name and plan against recorded needs and 

vulnerability index (could request the assistance of experienced organisations such as Micah 

Projects in conducting the survey).  

• Determine the number of vulnerable rough sleepers to be housed (e.g. 20) 

• Selection of most vulnerable rough sleepers  

• Planning for long term public housing and ‘wrap-around’ support.  

 

Depending on whether the long term housing is scattered single dwelling units or clustered, 

experience from other similar initiatives has highlighted the importance of providing security for 

sustaining tenancies – for example a concierge service can stop people bringing in alcohol and help 

the tenant manage their networks of addicted friends. Concierge services can also be developed to 

provide interim labour market employment opportunities for tenants.  In scattered housing there 

may need to be a 24 hour, 7 day a week response capacity that can support the tenant in situations 

where addicted friends or relatives arrive. The long term homeless have had a life style of illegality 

and need to be assisted to manage the change required to sustain a tenancy.  In a sense it is similar 

to providing a ‘gated community’ for as long as people are vulnerable.  In some areas specialist 

health teams have been formed to visit those housed at least until they are capable of going to 

appointments themselves. Related to this vulnerability is the tendency for the previously homeless 

to be easily bored once they are housed as they miss the constant stimulus of the streets. Activities 

are needed, but these can provide the basis for learning and be the start of a pathway to social and 

economic activities appropriate to individual tenants. Having some Alice Springs organisations 

auspicing social enterprise initiatives for street to home tenants would be welcome. This is an area 

that needs greater support and nurturing so as to provide linkages between current skills sets and 

job readiness.   

Support to sustain public and private tenancies  

The NPAH states that it will provide funding to expand Territory Housing’s Tenancy Sustainability 

Program (TSP). 

 

In Alice Springs the primary focus of the TSP is living skills delivered through four modules: 

1. Financial Literacy 

2. Household functionality  

3. Safe and hygienic home 

4. Managing visitors – overcrowding, anti-social behaviour etc 

 

The weaknesses with the current approach include: (1) poor recognition of the myriad of personal 

and cultural drivers that undermine sustainable tenancies such that a lack of living skills may not be 

the primary reason the tenancy is at risk; (2) the limited focus and duration of the support program 

may not meet the fit the requirements of high and multiple need tenants and cannot be conflated 

with case management; and (3) the behaviour of other people in the house may not be under the 

control of the tenant receiving TSP support. 

 

With the new NAHA and NPHA approaches to breaking the cycle of homelessness, it may be 

appropriate to review the focus and desired outcomes of the TSP. The design of the review could be 
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guided by the practices found by the AHURI study
60

 to contribute to positive outcomes for 

Indigenous clients and the key factors necessary for a successful program.  These are found in 

Section 3.4.  

 

The management of visitors is reportedly the biggest problem facing tenancy sustainability. Visitors 

come into town to drink and become loud and rowdy, houses get damaged and neighbours 

complain to DLGHRS about anti-social behaviour.  Many tenants reportedly find it difficult to control 

visitors. A coordinated response to the vexed issue of visitors will not come through the mainstream 

housing and support agencies in Alice Springs alone.  Rather, the Aboriginal service agencies (such as 

Congress), Housing Associations and Housing reference Groups and others may need to initiate 

discussion with residents of community living areas and public housing residents on visitor issues 

and develop strategies for different circumstances that will better meet the needs of all concerned. 

This discussion could also include the role that the new Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park will play in 

providing short term accommodation for visitors to Alice Springs. 

Percy Court 

In addition to the TSP, the NT Homelessness Implementation Plan considers Percy Court managed 

and supported accommodation to be part of the core output that supports sustainable tenancies.  

This complex has eighteen 1-bedroom, seven 3-bedroom, and three 4-bedroom dwellings, an 

administration building, a manager’s residence and a meeting room for the delivery of life skills 

training and other support services.  The complex is owned by the NT Government and will be 

managed by Mission Australia. The aim is that each year 28 households will receive accommodation, 

life skills training and other support services to enable their transition into stable accommodation.  

 

It is unclear where the stable accommodation that households that access Percy Court will transition 

into will be located, but presumably, given the shortage and cost of private rental accommodation, it 

will be public housing. This situation then raises the question as to why Percy Court cannot provide 

permanent accommodation to 28 households with support provided for as long as required, that is, 

why isn’t a Housing First model being considered for this new complex? It has been suggested that 

the Percy Court layout and dwelling size and mix are not suitable for long term housing. 

Nonetheless, a careful selection of tenants whom would most likely benefit from long term 

supportive housing and participation in learning opportunities tailored to their aspirations would 

enable the break away from the persistent provision of transitional accommodation from which 

people, by definition, must eventually leave. In transferring Percy Court into supportive housing 

complex, additional on-site services could be attracted that create appropriate pathways to 

education, training and livelihoods. Certainly Mission Australia has experience in providing wrap 

around support initiatives as well as social enterprise initiatives that can provide training and 

employment people with complex disadvantages. 

                                                             
60

 Flatau P, Coleman A, Memmott P, Baulderstone J, and Slatter M. 2009. Sustaining at-risk Indigenous 

tenancies: a review of Australian policy responses. AHURI Final Report No.138. Available at www.ahuri.edu.au 
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Assistance to people leaving child protection services, correctional and health facilities to 

access and maintain stable, affordable housing  

Under this core output Alice Springs Emergency Accommodation and Youth Streetwork Outreach 

will operate a triage centre to provide an after-hours response to children and young people on the 

streets who are identified as being at risk. The triage centre will provide emergency accommodation 

for young people and connect them to support services and case management.  

 

For longer term youth options the foyer model has been used in a number of states to break the 

cycle of youth homelessness. However the Aboriginal Hostels Ltd (AHL) experience is that it is 

difficult to find young people who want to study, train or be employed: 

 

Indigenous Youth Mobility Program (IYMP) is for youth between 16-24 years of age. There is a house for 5 

males and a house for 7 females who are attending school, traineeships or apprenticeships. DEEWR funds 16 

places. However AHL is finding it difficult to recruit young people for the program. Currently there are 3 girls in 

the girl’s house and 1 boy in the boy’s house with two more coming in the New Year.  AHL will take all comers 

regardless of education level - all they need to have is motivation. AHL has been recruiting throughout the 

remote communities but with limited success.  There are potential employers in Alice Springs but lack of 

interest from young Aboriginal people.  

 

This situation requires further discussion regarding the missing ‘ingredients’ to interest young people 

in education, training and employment. For a start, the term young people needs to broken down. In 

Alice Springs there is a very high rate of teenage pregnancies and thus a need to examine how these 

young women see their future – what supports do they need to bridge the gap between their 

present situation and the ability to access local opportunities? Are there childcare facilities, or after 

school care facilities, that can assist with caring responsibilities and provide space for community 

activities, second chance education, skill development, training, mentoring etc?  

 

Similarly, what are opportunities for young men? How can they be assisted to help them re-find or 

build a 21
st
 century identity as urban Aboriginal Australians? Where is the targeted service model for 

them? In Melbourne, LADDER at Hoddle St is being supported by the AFL Federation.  AFL has 

contributed funds along with the DHS to build the accommodation.  It is headed by the ex-footballer, 

Mark Bolton, and is similar to the Foyer model
61

. Support is provided to young people to return to 

education and training whilst in the accommodation. Mark Bolton is interested in growing the 

‘footprint’ of the AFL model and could be contacted to see whether a program could be initiated in 

Alice Springs. Could such a program be built around urban Aboriginal youth—starting from 

foundational skills, to apprenticeship learning with hands on building experience, to involvement in 

design elements, and so forth—thus eventually providing a pathway to sustainable work?  Could a 

similar approach be used to providing secure accommodation and re-engagement to learning 

pathways for young people who have served a gaol sentence?  Unless real efforts are made to 

develop nuanced accommodation and support models against named/identified people with real 

lives and aspirations, then the opportunity will be lost to transform Alice Springs into a socially 
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 ‘Foyer’ is an adapted youth accommodation model that provides long term (e.g. 3 years) accommodation on 

condition that education, training or employment is being undertaken. The approach is holistic, individual 

contracts and action plans are formed based on mutual obligation.  The intention is to breaking the ‘no home, 

no job, no home, no job’, cycle. 
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inclusive town that provides benefits to all of its residents. What will be the link between the newly 

established and NT Government funded Youth Hub and accommodation and support services for at 

risk youth in Alice Springs? 

5.5 Actions to grow the not-for-profit affordable housing sector  

 

The SGS Economics and Planning Report prepared for NT Shelter recommended that the NT 

Government: (1) prepare a strategy for the accelerated development of the housing association or 

‘third sector’ within the rental tenure sphere; (2) that inclusionary zoning be applied on a consistent 

suburb/region wide basis to achieve a social mix across communities; and (3) a range of regulatory 

and land release reforms be adopted to support more cost effective housing development.  

 

In November 2010 the NT Government announced that Housing Choices Australia and Unity Housing 

Company would establish an Affordable Housing Rental Company (AHRC) to provide housing to 

people struggling to afford market rents but ineligible for public housing in both the greater Darwin 

area and Alice Springs. The NT Government also made the decision to allocate 15 percent of new 

land releases to public and affordable housing. 

 

In Alice Springs Tangentyere Council has set up the Central Australian Affordable Housing Company 

(CAAHC) to provide housing management services to the town camps and to other agencies and 

overtime to become a housing growth provider.  Currently the CAAHC is sub-contracted to do 

property and tenancy management of the town camp houses and will tender for the contract of 

these houses when the current contract between the Commonwealth Government and the NT 

Government expires in 2012. It also has applications and tenders in for additional housing stock.  

 

In terms of the quantity of housing stock needed for a not-for-profit housing provider to become a 

growth supplier (leveraging existing stock to attract capital investment for new stock) there is some 

question as to whether there is room in the NT for two not-for-profit growth suppliers.  Regardless 

of the ability to be a significant growth supplier, it is important that the CAAHC is supported to grow 

(stock transfer, rationalisations and new stock through the policy of 15 percent of new land releases) 

to an economically sustainable scale so as to provide an alternative and flexible landlord operating in 

the social housing field currently dominated by the Government.  

 

A viable and professional CAAHC would also provide the opportunity for crisis accommodation 

organisations (for example the women’s refuge transitional houses and the ASTASS youth housing 

program houses, Anglicare’s Bloomfield Flats and the Bill Braitling units,) to transfer the property 

and tenancy management of those dwellings to the CAAHC. When the two functions are within the 

one organisation it can create conflicts. Therefore it is better to have the conflict between two equal 

organisations – fearless advocacy for support of the tenant and fearless advocacy for responsive 

tenancy management.  Protocols and agreements would be necessary between the CAAHC and the 

organisation providing tenancy support but there are plenty of frameworks for guiding this type of 

relationship. The benefits of separating out the functions of property and tenancy management 

from the delivery of support services have been realised by agencies in other states and territories 

(for example see YHA and Homeground services working together at the Elizabeth St complex in 

Melbourne).   
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A viable CAAHC could also provide young Aboriginal people with a supportive and culturally safe 

environment to begin learning about and finding pathways into Aboriginal housing management.  

Another area may involve developing a program similar to the Murdi Paaki Healthy Housing Worker 

Program for the community living areas. For example, 4-5 Aboriginal trainees who find and fix minor 

problems with critical health hardware to achieve healthy living practices.  The Murdi Paaki program 

claims outcomes in improved community health and children attending school, increases to housing 

longevity, increased Aboriginal employment and increased knowledge of and support for other 

issues impacting sustainable tenancies.  

5.5 Actions to re-vision public housing in Alice Springs  

 

The Department of Local Government Housing and Regional Services (DLGHRS) is the Northern 

Territory Government’s public housing provider and as such, the Territory’s largest landlord.  Since 

2008 the role of DLGHRS has been extended to encompass Aboriginal remote community housing 

and Community Living Area (Town Camp) housing.  Public housing is increasingly equated with 

Aboriginal housing in the NT.  

 

In response to this reality is a re-visioning of public housing in the Northern Territory now required? 

Some questions could sensibly be asked:  

 

• Is an examination of the NT Residential Tenancies Act and DLGHRS Housing policies required 

to see whether they remain appropriate or whether a new Act that provides a better ‘fit’ 

with the  client base is required? 

• Should DLGHRS become or establish an Aboriginal Housing Office (as in VIC, NSW and SA) 

that can access Commonwealth Rent Assistance with a small organisation looking after the 

non-Aboriginal tenancies?   

• Is a review needed to examine questions such as, but not limited to: 

� Providing more robust health hardware in all houses? 

� Should there be extra rooms/spaces for visitors in houses? 

� Should there be provisions for house swapping when sorry business occurs and/or smoking and 

painting the house of the deceased person so that the relatives can move back in after a period 

of time? 

� Should rent policies remove financial disincentives to work? 

� How could new houses and refurbishment of existing stock provide better amenity, including 

common spaces for social participation and social enterprise type activities? 

� Should there be new design elements introduced into new housing to better meet the living 

requirement of Aboriginal families?
62

  

� Should cluster housing be considered for Aboriginal clients that want to live in close proximity to 

their kin? 
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 The housing design guidelines and performance specification prepared in 2008 by Julian Wigley for the 

Strategic Indigenous Housing and Infrastructure Program (SIHIP) outline seven key design objectives: cultural 

and social fit; safety and security; responsiveness to climate; support for healthy living; accessibility; economic 

sustainability; and environmental sustainability. These guidelines, though prepared for new remote public 

housing, would provide a good base for engagement with public housing clients on the design of new public 

housing for Alice Springs.   
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� How can public transport – small vans/buses – servicing town camps and relatively isolated public 

housing areas be improved? 

� How can responsibility for aspects of tenancy management be increased so that Aboriginal 

people are more involved in decisions affecting their housing?  

 

Community engagement in discussing these questions will require a ‘two-way’ process.  Various 

studies have defined what the roles and responsibilities of government, advisors and designers and 

the intended residents would be in a two-way process.  Some adaptation would be required for the 

Alice Springs context but developing the process could be an essential part of the transformation 

plan: building partnerships based on collaboration between government and non-government 

agencies and housing support recipients.   

 

With an urban housing review process targeted to identify how to build successful relationships of 

trust and mutual accountability between the Department and clients, more autonomy in the 

management of housing becomes possible. For example, a cluster of houses may have a Housing 

Reference Group (HRG) that manages domestic behaviours – such as number of people and sleeping 

arrangements in each house as appropriate, maximum number of people living permanently in the 

houses, space for visitors and rules agreed re conditions of stay, rules regarding drugs and alcohol 

and personal safety of individuals – with the agreement that certain responsibilities to the 

Department or other social housing provider, such as rent and reasonable care of the properties, are 

met.  

 

When people experience making decisions on issues that affect their housing they will also 

experience and develop skills for social and economic participation. Secure housing not only 

provides a base from which to participate, it can also provide the means for participation in 

significant aspects of everyday life. More secure long term housing refurbished to provide greater 

amenity and mechanisms to manage visitors and anti social behaviour, provides a focus to leverage a 

range of innovative economic participation opportunities aligned, initially at least with tenant 

participation approaches including, repair and maintenance teams, property management, child 

care and other social service supports and adult education initiatives that could lead into vocational 

training programs. 
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Annex I: Methodology 
 

The research entailed desk-top research and interviews with key service providers in Alice Springs and other 

states in order to:  

 

1. Map tenancy issues and current service responses in Alice Springs; 

2. Analyse demographic, social and cultural issues relevant to housing and support services; 

3. Investigate a range of sustainable tenancy models being implemented elsewhere, particularly 

those linking housing with interventions that enhance social and economic inclusion, assess their 

appropriateness to the Alice Springs; and 

4. Develop preliminary models for innovative tenancy services. 

 

1 Kick-Off 

The project began in September 2010 with an initial discussion with the ASTP Homelessness and Tenancy 

Support Action Group.  This highlighted key features of the problems the research was to address:   

• Housing in Alice Springs is very expensive and the private rental market is extremely tight. This 

creates difficulties in housing clients and the staff of service providers; people on low incomes do not 

get access. 

• Public housing stock is in short supply and waiting lists are extremely long – over 12 months for high 

need priority applicants.   

• Residents of remote communities regularly move to Alice Springs to access services (health, financial, 

education), visiting family (hospital, prison), social and sporting events etc and find it hard to get 

accommodation. 

• The number of Aboriginal people coming to Alice Springs for renal disease treatment is particularly 

significant and involves patients, spouses and often other family members who are in the care of 

those seeking treatment.  

• Intermittent and chronic homelessness is experienced by many Indigenous people in Central Australia 

and this experience can further entrench health, substance abuse, anti-social behaviour and other 

issues that create barriers to accessing services. 

• Families living in Alice Springs that receive visitors can experience problems that threaten the 

sustainability of their tenancy.  

 

This discussion also highlighted features of the policy and practical responses:  

• The SAAP Act provided the legislative framework for short term case management, but this has now 

been replaced under the NAHA,   

• Service data sets were hard to access and compare as they are set by funding bodies in the service 

contract. Implication/ 

• New accommodation and support services funded under the NAHA and the National Partnership on 

Homelessness will be coming on stream (Percy Court, the Apmere Mwerre Visitor Park and the 

Salvation Army’s Goyder Street managed accommodation facility) during the project period and may 

alleviate some of the housing stress evident in Alice Springs.  

• CentreLink has a Community Engagement Team to deliver services to customers who are homeless, 

mobility affected and vulnerable in a variety of locations outside the traditional service centre 

environment.  

• Territory Housing is funding the Tenancy Support Program (TSP) to support people to maintain their 

tenancy – key focus is on living skills. 
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2 Literature Review 

Results of the literature review are incorporated into the various sections of the report. The review covered 

the following broad areas: 

• Social inclusion 

• Indigenous social inclusion  

• Indigenous economic development  

• Closing the Gap  

• National housing reforms that have implication for Indigenous households and organisations 

� National Affordability Housing Agreement 

� National Partnership Agreement on Remote Indigenous Housing 

� National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness  

� National Partnership Agreement on Social Housing  

� National Partnership Agreement on Remote Service Delivery 

� National Rental Affordability Scheme  

• Northern Territory partnership agreement implementation plans and actions  

• Northern Territory Government and Departmental Reports 

• NT Shelter publications 

• Alice Springs Transformation Plan documents  

• Alice Springs demographic, social, economic reports 

• Tangentyere Council publications and submissions 

• Desert Knowledge Co-operative Research Centre (DK CRC) publications 

• AHURI research positioning papers and final reports 

• Websites, submissions, papers, newsletters of service organisations and not-for-profit housing 

providers 

 

3 Question Guide 

The type of questions asked and conversations held with respondents varied according to the core business of 

the organisation and their programs and approach. However a general guide to the question is provided: 

 

• Purpose of the organisation and main activities/programs of the organisation? 

• Funding sources? 

• Target groups? 

• Institutional – charters, principals, employment?  

• Housing first approach?  

• Separation of housing and tenancy management from support services – approaches, successes, 

issues? 

• How has the Government’s social inclusion agenda affected the way your organisation’s philosophy 

and provision of services?  

• Approaches to how values and needs are to be inculcated into the service approach?  

• What cultural values are recognised and how are they responded to?  

• What strategies are used for tenancy sustainability? 

• What strategies are used to leverage social and economic participation?  

• Are there specific Aboriginal housing providers in the state? Are their strategies/operations different 

from non-specific Aboriginal housing providers? 

 

4 Interviews 

Interviews were conducted in New South Wales, Queensland and Victoria in November 2010.  
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• In NSW interviews were carried out with the following people to build a better understanding of the 

structural changes to funding, governance and delivery of social housing provision, amalgamations 

and growth of social housing providers, the separation of housing and tenancy management from 

support services, homelessness and the housing first approach and shelter and non-shelter (social and 

economic) outcomes: 

� Adam Farrer NSW Federation of Housing Associations   

� Ivan Simon Aboriginal Housing Office  

� Vivienne Milligan University of NSW and AHURI Researcher 

 

• In Brisbane interviews were carried out with: 

� Bric Housing (Gina Pearson CEO, Rachel Cornock Area Manager and Relsie Doyle Housing 

Worker). Bric is a housing company that both owns houses and manages properties owned 

by the Department of Housing and the Brisbane City Council. They house a number of 

Indigenous people. 

� Micah Projects (Karyn Walsh Coordinator). The core business of Micah Projects is providing 

‘Homeless to Home Support Services’. The Fifty Lives 50 Homes Campaign to house and 

support Brisbane’s first fifty most vulnerable people was started in June 2010 and is part of a 

commitment to reduce overall homelessness by half and offer housing to all people who 

sleep rough by 2020.  

 

• In Melbourne interviews were conducted with a range of housing and tenancy management, support 

services, policy, federating and service provider organisations: 

� Yarra Community Housing (Rob Leslie CEO, Ross McDougall Manager of Assets 

Management Team and Mark Daniels Social Traders) 

� HomeGround Services (Dr Heather Holst General Manager Client Services) and a number 

of other people providing support services 

� Brotherhood of St Laurence (Michael Horn Senior Manager of Research and Policy) 

� Community Housing Federation of Victoria (Chris Chaplin Policy and Projects Officer) 

� Melbourne City Mission (Sharon Fisher General Manager Employment, Education and 

Training. 

 

• In Alice Springs interviews were conducted with: 

� Centrelink 

� Territory Housing 

� Salvation Army 

� Larapinta Valley Housing Association 

� Tangentyere Council  

� Central Australian Affordable Housing Company (CAAHC) 

� Aboriginal Hostels Ltd (AHL) 

� Ex-General Business Manager of Town Camps 

� Mental Health Association of Central Australia (MAACA) 

� Anglicare 

� NT Shelter  

 

• The opportunity to discuss this project was provided by the DHLGRS at a workshop on supporting 

Indigenous households in urbanized housing on 3 December 2010.   

• CAT sponsored a workshop on 19 April 2011 attended by 16 people to discuss the preliminary outcomes 

of this research. 
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The draft final report was circulated for comment in June 2011.  


