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6.  Housing and infrastructure

By the beginning of the 1980s, the migration of Aboriginal people off East Kimberley 
pastoral properties and in to urban areas and emergent communities had placed 
considerable strain on available housing stock in the region and added to the pressures for 
new dwelling construction. At the 1981 Census, a total of 295 Aboriginal dwellings were 
identified in the Northern East Kimberley, housing a total of 1,835 residents to produce 
an average occupancy rate of 6.2 persons per dwelling. However, 17% of these dwellings 
were improvised shelters or caravans, and so the average occupancy rate calculated as 
a ratio of standard housing at that time was 7.5 persons per dwelling. These rates are 
calculated using the actual census counts of residents in Aboriginal dwellings as the base. 
However, as observed in Chapter 2, the derived Indigenous ERP for the East Kimberley in 
1981 was 13% higher than the census count. Thus, more realistic occupancy rates based 
on a higher regional population estimate (2,073) would have been 7.0 for all dwellings 
and 8.5 persons per standard dwelling.

Of course, these are average figures and the situation in many localities at that time reflected 
much higher overcrowding—12.5 persons per dwelling at Mirima, for example (Waringarri 
Aboriginal Association 1985: 14). While a backlog of community-managed housing stock 
was evident, so too was a backlog in the supply of State housing. In 1985, in Kununurra 
alone, a total of 130 extra houses were considered necessary simply to reduce Aboriginal 
occupancy levels to 6.5 persons per dwelling. At that time, there were only 38 ‘Aboriginal 
Grant Houses’ available in town, while 20 Aboriginal families were accommodated in 
standard public housing, leading to an estimated shortfall of 72 dwellings (Waringarri 
Aboriginal Association 1985: 14). 

In the ensuing two decades, difficulties in overcoming the backlog in housing needs have 
been compounded by rapid population growth and increased population dispersion across 
some 55 discrete communities and outstations within the Northern East Kimberley, 80% 
of which have less than 50 residents. Not surprisingly, in 1991, a normative measure of 
housing need found that the Wunan ATSIC Regional Council area had the fifth highest 
level of family ‘homelessness’ and overall housing need (defined for statistical purposes 
as families in improvised homes, or sharing overcrowded dwellings) out of the 36 ATSIC 
regions nationwide (Jones 1994: 61-4). 

In the following year (1992), the first CHINS identified 439 dwellings owned or administered 
by Aboriginal organisations in the Wunan ATSIC Region (Australian Construction Services 
1992). Of these, as many as 41% were found to be improvised shelters which suggests that 
either the 1981 Census grossly undercounted such dwellings, or that their number greatly 
increased over the decade due to a lack of standard housing supply. While the remaining 
dwellings identified in the 1992 CHINS were separate houses, 58% of these were found to be 
in need of some repair with more than one-third requiring major repairs or replacement. The 
total cost of meeting the identified Aboriginal housing needs of the region was estimated at 
$56.5 million, a figure that represented almost one-third of the total estimate for the 
whole of Western Australia. As for infrastructure, 33% of discrete communities in the 
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Wunan ATSIC Region had water quality below NHMRC guidelines, 23% had no water 
supply system, 25% had no sewage disposal system, 77% had no health buildings within 
the community, 38% had no electricity supply, 55% had no educational facilities, and 
85% had no community store (Australian Construction Services 1992). In all of this, a 
degree of correlation between settlement size and remote location was observed. 

The major response to such inadequacies was led by the Commonwealth and developed 
out of the National Aboriginal Health Strategy (NAHS) in 1990. This recognised an 
essential link between health outcomes and the provision of housing and infrastructure 
to acceptable minimum standards. Accordingly, funding allocations in the initial years 
of the NAHS primary health and environmental health programs included amounts 
directed at housing and infrastructure services within ATSIC’s Community Housing 
and Infrastructure Program (CHIP). However, a review of CHIP in 1994 identified a 
range of problems, including a failure to address housing and infrastructure needs in a 
holistic way. Because of the short-term nature of the program-based approach to funding, 
communities were being required to structure housing needs to the CHIP program rather 
than the other way around (ATSIC 1994). A key response to these criticisms was the 
establishment in 1994 of the Health Infrastructure Priority Projects (HIPP) program to 
pilot new delivery arrangements for the construction of Aboriginal community housing 
and infrastructure. 

In Western Australia, elements of NAHS/HIPP were incorporated into a 1997 bilateral 
agreement between the State government and ATSIC for the provision of housing and 
related infrastructure to Aboriginal people in the State. This arrangement has recently been 
updated after review in 2000 with an agreement to pool funding from the Commonwealth, 
ATSIC and the Western Australian government for the provision of Aboriginal housing and 
infrastructure under the auspices of an Aboriginal Housing and Infrastructure Council. 
In 2002/03 the Wunan ATSIC Regional Council allocated $6.3 million to this process 
and this represented 24% of the total ATSIC allocation for CHIP and the Remote Area 
Essential Services Program across the State (sourced from: An Agreement for the provision 
of Housing and Infrastructure for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People in Western 
Australia July 2002–June 2007). If this same proportion of all other funds pooled under the 
agreement were also to be allocated to the Wunan ATSIC Region this would add a further 
$8 million. While these indicative dollars provide a measure of current inputs aimed at 
resolving the regional housing crisis, it is data from the 1997 WA Environmental Health 
Survey, the 2001 Census, and the 2001 CHINS that provide the essential baseline profile 
of housing and infrastructure outputs, as well as a means of assessing the net cumulative 
impact of such measures to date.

Housing and infrastructure in 2001

The five-yearly census is an enumeration of population and housing. It provides a range of 
details regarding the number and structure of dwellings and it is possible to classify these 
according to Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal occupancy and other housing-related variables. 
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Table 6.1 shows the number and type of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal dwellings in 
the Northern East Kimberley with the former classified as such if one or more adults in 
a dwelling are Aboriginal.

Table 6.1.    Structure of dwellings and occupancy rates:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Aboriginal dwellings Non-Aboriginal dwellings

Dwellings Persons Occupancy 

rate

Dwellings Persons Occupancy 

rate

Separate house 561 2,990 5.4 899 2,399 2.7

Town house/

apartment
53 150 2.9 177 247 1.4

Improvised and 

other dwellings
94 365 3.9 231 345 1.5

Totala 717 3,574 5.0 1,348 3,019 2.2

Note:      a. Includes structure of dwelling not stated

Source:   ABS 2002

In 2001, a total of 2,065 dwelling units were recorded in the Northern East Kimberley.1 Of 
these 717 (35%) were Aboriginal dwellings, most of which were separate houses, although 
13% were improvised dwellings and caravans. Thus, the proportion of improvised 
Aboriginal dwellings had fallen only slightly (from 17%) since 1981. While most non-
Aboriginal dwellings were also separate houses, the key point of distinction is the much 
higher average occupancy rate in Aboriginal dwellings—more than twice that recorded 
for non-Aboriginal dwellings (5.0 compared to 2.3), although it should be noted that, 
away from the towns of Kununurra, Wyndham and Halls Creek, the average Aboriginal 
occupancy rate increases to 7.0. As a benchmark, it is interesting to compare this rate 
with the average of 3.7 persons per Aboriginal dwelling recorded for Western Australia 
as a whole in 2001. Once again, however, these rates are based on actual census counts. 
Using the 2001 ERP as the base produces a revised overall Aboriginal occupancy rate of 
5.7, and a figure of 8.0 for non-urban communities.

Thus, in the 20 years since mining commenced at Argyle, the overall regional occupancy 
rate for Aboriginal dwellings has been reduced, but only slightly from 7.0 to 5.7 persons 
per dwelling, and it remains substantially above the State average. Aboriginal people 
in the region are also now marginally more likely to be accommodated in conventional 
housing, but the indication is that provision of such housing has only just kept ahead 
of increased demand due to new household formation, with only limited impact on the 
aggregate level of overcrowding. 
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While continuing high Aboriginal occupancy rates partly reflect larger Aboriginal 
household size and a cultural preference for extended family living arrangements, it is 
also a measure of the inadequacy of housing stock available to accommodate the regional 
population. To acquire a better sense of the adequacy of housing, occupancy rates must 
be set against dwelling size and one measure of this is provided by the ratio of available 
bedrooms to the population in dwellings. Overall, in the Northern East Kimberley, 
the census recorded a total of 5,208 bedrooms in 2001. Of these, 1,836 (35%) were 
in Aboriginal dwellings (645 in communities and 1,191 in towns). Using the number 
of persons per dwelling inflated to match the ERP, this produces an average figure of 
2.2 persons per bedroom in Aboriginal dwellings, with no difference apparent between 
town and country. The equivalent figure for non-Aboriginal dwellings is less than 1.0.

More refined measures also include an indication of housing affordability as well as 
functionality from an environmental health perspective. Applying basic overcrowding 
measures, Jones (1994) identified the Wunan ATSIC Region as ranked 5th highest out of 
36 ATSIC Regions across the country in 1991 in terms of the size of its unmet housing need 
calculated on the basis of additional bedrooms required to meet an accepted occupancy 
rate. At that time, almost 60% of families were found to be in overcrowded dwellings 
(Jones 1994: 54) and the total extra bedroom need to overcome this was estimated at 
around 1,000. By 1996, the number of overcrowded households in the Wunan Regional 
Council area was still high at 45% and the region ranked 8th highest in the country (Jones 
1999: 24), with a total extra bedroom need of 756 (Jones 1999: 38). In both years, the East 
Kimberley region stood out as having the greatest Aboriginal housing need of all Western 
Australian regions. While similar calculations have not been made using 2001 Census data 
owing to their complexity, the simple fact that the overall Aboriginal occupancy rate 
in 2001 is only slightly lower than recorded in 1981 suggests that overcrowding levels 
remain little altered. 

This is supported by data from the 2001 CHINS, and a Wunan ATSIC Regional Council 
survey of community housing conducted in March 2003. The combined  findings from 
these sources are presented in Table 6.2 which shows the number of dwellings, the 
estimated maximum population, and derived occupancy rates for each community and 
outstation in the Northern East Kimberley. The overall occupancy rate was 7.1 persons 
per Aboriginal dwelling, which is very close to that recorded by the 2001 Census for 
non-urban communities in the study region. It also accords exactly with the findings of 
a housing survey conducted in Warmun community in March 1998. However, this masks 
considerable diversity of circumstance, with occupancy rates ranging from 28 persons per 
dwelling in some instances to just one in others. Of particular note, however, is the fact 
that the larger communities of Warmun and Kalumburu have occupancy rates above the 
regional average, as do a number of town-based communities such as Mirima in Kununurra, 
and Mardiwa Loop in Halls Creek.
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Table 6.2.       Number of dwellings and occupancy rates in Aboriginal communities and 

outstations in the Northern East Kimberley, 2003
 

Locality Max Pop Wet/Dry 

Season

Total No. 

of dwellings

Average No. 

people per 

dwelling

Alligator Hole 12 1 12

Bell Springs 20 2 10

Bow River 30 10 3

Cockatoo Springs 20 4 5

Crocodile Hole 15 7 2.1

Darlu Darlu (Nine Mile) 7 2 3.5

Dillon Springs 6 2 Sheds 3

Dingo Springs (Yardangarli) 6 1 6

Dolly Hole 10 2 5

8 Mile Bore (Galburring) 0 1 0

Emu Creek 30 4 7.5

Flying Fox Hole 0 2 0

Flywell 8 1 8

4 Mile 10 2 5

Frog Hollow 50 8 6.25

Gebowama 1 1 Shed 1

Glen Hill (Mandangala) 60 13 4.6

Goose Hill 6 0 6

Guda Guda 30 7 4.3

Honeymoon Beach 12 1 12

Kalumburu 500 38 13.1

Koongie Park (Lamboo 

Gunian)

60 13 4.6

Lamboo Station 17 5 3.4

Linga 15 4 3.75

Lumukul 12 3 4

Lundja (Red Hill) 25 6 4.1

Mardiwah Loop 250 24 10.4

Marnjal 5 1 5

McGowans Island 4 1 4

Milba 15 3 5
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Mirima 155 16 9.7

Molly Springs 28 1 28

Mud Springs (Ribinyung 

Dawang)

35 3 7

Munthamar 7 1 7

Ngulwirriwirri 8 1 8

Ngunjuwerrie 25 3 8.3

Nicholson Block 20 4 4

Ningbingi 40 5 8

Nomie Bore 0 1 0

Norton Bore 18 2 9

Nulla Nulla 15 1 15

Nulleywah 60 16 3.9

Oombulgurri 250 58 4.3

Pago 5 2 Sheds 2.5

Quartz Blow 10 2 5

Red Creek 12 1 Shed 12

RB River Junction 5 2 Sheds 5

Turner 10 2 5

Violet Valley 10 4 2.5

Warmun 580 59 9.8

Warrayu 55 8 6.9

Whattarguttabe 10 2 5

Woolah 70 11 6.4

Woolerregerberleng 24 3 8

Wuggubun 30 3 10

Yardgee 16 15 1.06

Yarrunga 25 5 5

Yirralallan (Yirrallem) 15 1 15

Yunggul 8 1 8

Total 2,782 394 7.1

Source:   Based on 2001 CHINS and updated by ATSIC community housing survey in 2003

Of course, these data reveal nothing of the quality of housing stock. The 1997 WA 
Environmental Health Needs Survey (EHNS) provided some measure of this allowing 
for a more refined (and meaningful) measure of occupancy based on persons per 
functional dwelling (defined against minimum environmental health criteria). This re-

Table 6.2. (Continued)
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calibration produced some excessively high occupancy rates in Northern East Kimberley 
communities—Mardiwah Loop (14.0), Koongie Park (12.5), Warmun (11.3), Kalumburu 
(11.1), Oombulgurri (10.4), Flying Foxhole (35), Cockatoo Springs (13.5), Hollow Springs 
(27), and Nulleywah (40). Unfortunately, the lack of a follow-up survey by the time of 
writing prevents any assessment of how these rates may have changed in the interim. 

More recent measures of the quality of housing stock are provided by the 2001 CHINS that 
included an assessment of the condition of dwellings owned or managed by Indigenous 
Housing Organisations. Such dwellings are categorized according to the extent of repairs 
needed in the following way:

•     Minor repairs – repairs of less than $33,000

•     Major repairs – repairs of between $33,000 and $100,000 

•     Replacement – repairs of over $100,000 

The 2001 CHINS identified a total of 368 permanent dwellings managed by an Indigenous 
Housing Organisation by in the study region. Of these, 85 (23%) were declared in need of 
replacement, 58 (16%) were in need of major repair, and all of the remainder were found 
to be in need of minor repair. These figures for major repair and replacement are in line 
with estimates made by the Wunan ATSIC Regional Council community housing survey of 
March 2003 which identified an immediate requirement for 23 new houses, and 125 to be 
upgraded, although it should be noted that these needs were also seen as contributing to 
an increase in housing stock to assist in relieving overcrowding. In effect, the indications 
are that a major component of the Aboriginal-owned and managed housing stock in the 
region is in need of significant upgrading, while additional dwellings are also required 
to reduce overcrowding. According to the ATSIC survey, the greatest concentrations of 
need for extra housing, or housing upgrades are at Warmun (2 new houses required and 
30 to be upgraded), Kalumburu (5 new houses required and 24 to be upgraded), and 
Oombulgurri (1 new house and 39 to be upgraded). The other new housing need identified 
is scattered across the region in smaller communities such as Woolah, Bell Springs, Emu 
Creek and Goose Hill.

Housing tenure

Of course, not all Aboriginal households in the study region occupy dwellings that are 
managed by an Indigenous Housing Organisation. The extent to which other forms of 
housing tenure are accessed is indicated in Table 6.3 according to whether the dwellings 
are in one of the three urban areas or in smaller, rural communities. Overall, the majority 
of Aboriginal dwellings (76%) are rented, whether in town or not. This is a far higher 
rate of rental than for non-Aboriginal dwellings (44%).

Home ownership 

Australia has one of the highest home ownership rates among OECD countries. In line 
with this, 67% of all Western Australian households in 2001 lived in a dwelling that was 
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either fully owned or mortgaged. Historically, a key factor in this privatisation of housing 
stock has been a community-wide perception of home ownership as a primary means of 
enhancing economic status through the provision of secure and, over the longer-term, 
affordable housing. According to observations made by the ABS, equity accumulated in 
the family home represents the major part of household wealth for many people (ABS 
1998: 154). As well as providing financial security for retirement and unemployment, 
this equity also yields other economic benefits such as collateral for loans. For all these 
reasons, home ownership has been, and continues to be, encouraged and promoted by 
governments.

Given the vital role played by home ownership in the financial developmental cycle of 
most Australian families, and the attempts by ATSIC over the years to raise the level of 
Indigenous home ownership, it is striking to note that only 2% of Aboriginal households 
in the Northern East Kimberley lived in a fully owned dwelling in 2001, while just 
3% were resident in a mortgaged dwelling (Table 6.3). By contrast, 41% of non-Aboriginal 
dwellings in the region were either owned outright or mortgaged. Thus, Aboriginal 
households in the region remain overwhelmingly dependent on rented accommodation. 
While, on the one hand, this limits access to the property market for Aboriginal people 
as a means of improving their financial security, on the other hand it is symptomatic of 
their relatively low economic status, as well as indicating a cultural focus on communal 
forms of tenure.

Table 6.3.     Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal dwellings by urban/rural location and tenure 

type:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Fully 

owned

Being 

purchased

Being 

rented

Other tenure 

type

Not stated Total %

Aboriginal dwellings

Urban 2.9 3.7 79.3 5.1 9.0 100

Rural 1.2 2.8 70.0 20.2 5.9 100

Total % 2.3 3.4 76.0 10.5 7.9 100

Dwellings 

(no.)

16 24 538 74 56 708

Non-Aboriginal dwellings

Urban 19.9 17.3 51.8 5.6 5.5 100

Rural 27.2 25.8 17.1 16.4 13.4 100

Total % 21.4 19.2 44.3 7.9 7.2 100

Dwellings 

(no.)

295 264 609 109 99 1,376

Source:   ABS 2002c

It should also be noted that the non-Aboriginal rate of home ownership is also relatively 
low by Western Australian (and national) standards. The net effect of this is that the 
private housing market in the region is a fairly small one. No doubt a key factor in this is 
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temporary nature of much of the workforce—ironically many individuals who migrate to 
the East Kimberley for employment probably invest their earnings in property elsewhere, 
such as Perth. Whatever the case, the result is that only 599 dwellings in the region are 
privately owned, either outright or under mortgage, with barely 7% of these classified 
as Aboriginal dwellings. According to the 2001 Census, only 24 Aboriginal dwellings 
in the region are under mortgage—a remarkably low figure in the context of access to 
regional wealth accumulation.

Rental housing

According to 2001 Census data, a total of 1,182 dwellings in the region are rented, and 
Table 6.4 shows the distribution of these by landlord type. Clearly, in towns, Aboriginal 
people depend much more on State-provided rental housing than do non-Aboriginal 
people. More than half (55%) of Aboriginal dwellings in Kununurra, Wyndham and 
Halls Creek are rented from the WA Department of Housing and Works (DHW). This 
compares to only 21% of non-Aboriginal rental dwellings. The reason for this contrast 
is that non-Aboriginal residents have a wider range of rental options in town, the most 
common being to rent from an employer who often provides housing as part of a contract 
employment package in order to attract workers to the region. The other main source is 
the private rental market from which Aboriginal households are notably absent. Away 
from the towns, Aboriginal controlled housing organisations provide almost the entire 
stock of housing for Aboriginal people, whilst non-Aboriginal renters tend to acquire 
housing from an employer.

Table 6.4.     Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal rental housing by landlord type:  urban and 

rural areas of the Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Private 

landlord

Real 

estate 

agent

State 

housing

Community 

housing

Govt. 

Employer

Other

Employer

Other 

landlord

Total 

%

Aboriginal dwellings

Urbana 3.4 5.2 54.6 20.6 13.0 2.3 0.8 100.0

Rural 0.0 0.0 3.3 91.7 3.4 0.0 1.7 100.0

Total % 2.3 3.5 38.1 43.4 9.9 1.6 1.1 100.0

Total 

dwellingsb 13 20 215 245 38 18 9 (564)

Non-Aboriginal dwellings

Urban 17.3 17.5 21.5 1.1 39.5 2.6 0.5 100.0

Rural 35.3 5.9 5.9 7.8 45.1 0.0 0.0 100.0

Total% 18.8 16.5 20.2 1.6 40.0 2.4 0.5 100.0

Total 

dwellings
116 102 125 10 195 52 15 (618)

Notes:     a. Kununurra, Wyndham, and Halls Creek

                b. Total dwellings including landlord type not stated are in parentheses

Source:   ABS 2002c
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Given the more complex rental options evident in urban settings, it is interesting to 
compare these census data on rental accommodation in the three East Kimberley towns 
with tenancy data for June 2001 made available by the DHW. The comparison is provided 
in Table 6.5. According to the 2001 Census, a total of 544 dwellings in these three towns 
were rented from the State housing department or from a government employer. In 
effect, this amounts to the same thing since the DHW manages both sets of housing 
stock. However, in June 2001, DHW tenancy records revealed a total of 757 dwellings 
under these forms of tenure—a figure 28% higher than provided by the census. That 
the DHW figure is correct is undeniable as it is based on actual tenancies on the public 
record. Thus, something appears amiss with the census data. Two possible explanations 
suggest themselves.

Table 6.5.     Number of dwellings rented from State housing and government employers 

in East Kimberley towns:  Census and DHW, 2001 

Urban centre State housing Government employer

Census DHW Census DHW

Kununurra 175 271 153 176

Wyndham 60 73 31 39

Halls Creek 96 149 29 49

Total 331 493 213 264

Source:   ABS 2002c;  Western Australia Department of Housing and Works, 2003

The first possibility is that the census failed to count all such dwellings. While this could 
be expected to occur to a limited degree, it seems unlikely that it could happen on the scale 
suggested here, and so it is discounted. The second possibility is that confusion existed 
either among census interviewers (involved with the Indigenous Enumeration Strategy), 
census respondents, and census coders, or among all of these, in regard to the proper 
classification of rental (and possibly of any) tenure. For example, it might be that some 
households in DHW dwellings either classified themselves, were classified by collectors, 
or in data processing, as resident in other forms of tenure, with community housing, 
private rental, and home ownership being the only other options. If the problem is one 
of misclassification, then the true distribution of dwellings by tenure type is unknown. 
For this reason, DHW data are preferred for the analysis of urban rental dwellings.

The DHW funding arrangements provide for three types of urban rental outcomes—
mainstream public rental, Aboriginal specific rental, and rental dwellings made available 
to State (or Commonwealth) public servants. Currently, a total of 493 mainstream and 
Aboriginal-specific public rental houses are available in the three East Kimberley towns—
271 in Kununurra, 149 in Halls Creek and 73 in Wyndham. An additional 264 government 
employee houses are available. The distribution of mainstream and Aboriginal-specific 
housing in each town is shown in Table 6.6. Overall, 37% of the State rental housing 
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stock is set aside for exclusive Aboriginal occupancy, although this proportion is much 
higher in Halls Creek than in the other two towns. However, this does not represent the 
full complement of Aboriginal public housing tenancies since Aboriginal households are 
also eligible to apply for and occupy mainstream rental housing. Unfortunately, the precise 
number that do is unknown since Aboriginal identification in administrative records is 
incomplete. From the June 2001 tenancy records, at least 54 mainstream rental dwellings 
(16% of the total) were occupied by self-identified Aboriginal tenants, but DHW estimates 
that the overall figure could be closer to 50%—indeed, if the Aboriginal share (83%) of 
applications for mainstream rental accommodation in June 2001 is anything to go by, it 
could be higher still. Thus, it is possible, though not certain, that as much as two-thirds 
of State public rental properties (325) are occupied by Aboriginal households.

Table 6.6.     Number of mainstream and Aboriginal-specific DHW rental dwellings in East 

Kimberley towns, 2003

Mainstream 

rental

Aboriginal-

specific

Total 

dwellings

% Aboriginal 

specific

Kununurra 201 70 271 25.8

Wyndham 58 15 73 20.5

Halls Creek 52 97 149 65.1

Total 311 182 493 36.9

Source:   Western Australia Department of Housing and Works, 2003

Turning to the actual DHW tenants data, in February 2003 a total of 488 of the 493 rental 
dwellings were actually occupied and almost half of these (236, or 48%) were identified in 
DHW administrative records as Aboriginal dwellings (made up of the Aboriginal-specific 
rental properties and 54 of the mainstream rental properties). This proportion varied 
between the three towns, with 41% of the 271 State housing dwellings in Kununurra 
occupied by Aboriginal households, 59% of the 149 dwellings in Halls Creek, and 
57% of those in Wyndham. This overall Aboriginal share of the State housing rental market 
is noticeably lower than the equivalent census-derived proportion of 63%. However, if 
the estimate mentioned above is accepted—that 50% of mainstream rental dwellings are 
occupied by Aboriginal households—then the resulting Aboriginal share of the public 
rental housing market (68%) is actually very close to the census figure and may provide 
some confirmation that at least the census proportional share in the form of tenure might 
be valid. 

Clearly, there is imprecision in all this, yet some facts seem assured. First, Aboriginal 
families have fewer urban housing options than others. Second, their access to urban 
housing is dependent on continued expansion of State public housing stock, and a 
guaranteed major share of this. However, if the true size of the regional housing stock 
by tenure type remains unknown, especially in urban areas, then the estimation of future 
supply and demand for housing is rendered more difficult and less precise. 
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Environmental health infrastructure

As with the measurement of housing need, the status of environmental health 
infrastructure requires a detailed assessment of functionality and adequacy set against 
agreed normative criteria. However, at the time of writing no secondary source of data 
was readily available with which to adequately establish change in the findings of the 
1997 Environmental Health Survey, nor to establish, in a comprehensive way, the existing 
status of environmental health infrastructure. The most recent source of data is from the 
2001 CHINS, and while this includes information on such issues as water supply, sewerage, 
drainage and solid waste disposal, this is more in the form of simply noting the existence 
or otherwise of infrastructure rather than assessing its functionality and adequacy. 
Likewise, CHINS data do not allow for the proper assessment of activities related to such 
issues as dust control, animal health and quality of waterways. For example, with regard 
to dust control, all that is available from the CHINS is the fact that a certain number of 
permanent dwellings in the region were located on sealed roads. Thus, while this provides 
some indication of the likely extent of dust mitigation as an issue, it is far from adequate 
as an indicator of progress.

The idea that Aboriginal community housing and infrastructure should be designed, 
constructed and maintained to support healthy living practices is now firmly embedded 
in policy following the pioneering work of Pholeros, Rainow and Torzillo (1993) in the 
Pitjantjatjara Lands. A total of nine such practices are identified, in descending order of 
priority in terms of impact on health outcomes: capacity to wash people, wash clothes 
and bedding, remove waste safely, improve nutrition, reduce crowding, separate people 
from animals, reduce dust, control temperature, and reduce trauma. Each of these refers 
to different aspects of the functionality of dwellings and their related infrastructure. For 
example, if the focus is on improving nutritional standards and practices, then ‘healthy 
home hardware’ refers to the provision of adequate facilities to store, prepare and cook 
food. It also extends to water quality and quantity as a lack of these may lead individuals to 
purchase bottled water or other beverages, thereby adding to expenditure and increasing 
reliance on soft drinks and cordials. 

The National Indigenous Housing Guide (Commonwealth of Australia 1999) includes 
a range of detailed design and functionality guidelines to address each of these nine 
healthy living practices. The key functional area with most guidelines is that involving the 
supply, usage and removal of water: six of the nine healthy living practices are dependent 
on these. However, even seemingly obscure health-related housing functions include a 
wide range of design, maintenance and infrastructural features that require attention 
(Commonwealth of Australia 1999: 49-57). For example, guidelines for improved nutrition 
include consideration of the following factors:

•     Different ways of cooking: Given often-crowded dwellings and failure of cooking 
equipment, it is common for many different age groups to share the cooking facilities 
of a house. At the same time, each group may have a different preference for cooking. 
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For example, younger people may use a microwave oven; middle-aged people may 
use a stove or drum oven and barbecue, older people may prefer the ground and a 
fire for cooking. To this extent, there is a need to consider how many ‘kitchens’ each 
house may need.

•     Electric cooking: stoves and hotplates. Electric hotplate cooking is one of the major 
sources of energy use in a house. To control costs, stove timer switches can be installed 
to cut off power after a set period. It has also been found that solid hotplates are more 
robust than coil elements. 

•     Operational fridges: Poorly performing fridges can lead to food spoiling and food 
poisoning as well as to high energy costs. A number of simple directives can be 
applied to assist in overcoming these problems, for example ensuring that the fridge 
is located in a thermally efficient area and that door seals are regularly maintained. 
However, one problem with fridges in overcrowded households is frequent use, and 
the only solution here is provide either more fridges or lower density housing.

•     Kitchen cleaning and maintenance: The design and detailed specification of the kitchen 
area, joinery, and appliances can make cleaning easier by reducing cleaning effort 
and access for insects and vermin.

•     Food storage: Low shelves and cupboards are easily accessed by dogs and children, 
or are unused or used to store non-food items. Consideration should be given to 
providing high shelves and cupboards and lock-up pantries that are insect-proof and 
well ventilated.  

The main, and most recent, source of data regarding the functionality of dwelling facilities 
remains the 1997 Environmental Health Needs Survey. For the Wunan ATSIC Region, this 
revealed that on average some 30% of the dwelling facilities surveyed were absent from 
dwellings in the region (Table 6.7), the most noticeable being laundry-floor waste outlets. 
However, if consideration is also given to facilities that are present but not working, 
then hot water systems were also effectively absent from as many as 48% of dwellings, 
more than 30% of dwellings had no effective toilet cistern, more than one-third had no 
effective laundry trough, and 30% had no kitchen sink, bath or shower. Overall, one-
third of dwellings was either without facilities, or had facilities that were dysfunctional. 
Northern East Kimberley communities that stood out as lacking or requiring major repairs 
to three or more facilities included Oombulgurri, Nulleywah, Glen Hill, Wurrenranginy, 
Red Hill, Nicholson Camp, Cockatoo Springs, Mud Springs, Darlu Darlu, Crocodile Hole, 
Nulla Nulla, Baulu Wah, RB River Junction, Yirralallem, Dillon Springs, Woolah, Bow 
River, Guda Guda, and Molly Springs (Government of Western Australia 1998: 94).
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Table 6.7.    Functionality of dwelling facilities in Wunan ATSIC Region, 1997

Dwelling facility % of 

dwellings 

with facility 

absent

% of 

dwellings 

with facility 

working

% of 

dwellings 

with facility  

not working

Total 

dwellings

External plumbing connection 26.3 70.9 2.8 100.0

On-site sewerage disposal 27.6 70.8 1.6 100.0

Hot water system 30.7 52.6 16.8 100.0

Kitchen sink 26.7 70.0 3.3 100.0

Bath/shower 27.4 70.1 2.5 100.0

Toilet cistern 28.8 67.8 3.4 100.0

Toilet bowl 27.4 70.6 2.0 100.0

Laundry trough 32.2 65.3 2.5 100.0

Laundry waste outlet 41.4 55.0 3.6 100.0

Source:   Government of Western Australia 1998: 91

However, aside from the constant need to ensure that maintenance funds are available 
and sufficient to ensure minimum environmental health standards, the main challenge 
for the future management of housing stock now seems to be to ensure that adequate 
and planned expansion occurs to accommodate new household formation for a rapidly 
growing population. 




