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Dear Ms Harnischfeger, 

Please accept this as a submission from Central Australian Aboriginal Congress (Congress) 

to the development of the Northern Territory Homelessness Strategy 2025-30. 

About Congress 

Congress is a large Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Service (ACCHS) based in 

Mparntwe (Alice Springs). Established 50 years ago, Congress is one of the most 

experienced organisations in the country in Aboriginal health, a national leader in primary 

health care, and a strong advocate for the health of our people.  

We deliver services to more than 14,000 Aboriginal people living in Mparntwe and remote 

communities across Central Australia including Ltyentye Apurte (Santa Teresa), Ntaria 

(Hermannsburg), Wallace Rockhole, Utju (Areyonga), Mutitjulu, Amoonguna, Imanpa, 

Kaltukatjara (Docker River), and Yulara.  

Since the 1970s, we have developed a comprehensive model of primary health care that 

includes: 

 multidisciplinary clinical care; 

 health promotion and disease prevention programs; and 

 action on the social, cultural, economic and political determinants of health and 

wellbeing. 

Under the leadership of our community-elected Aboriginal Board, Congress has spoken 

out clearly over many years about poor housing and homelessness as major determinants 

of poor health.  

Inadequate process for the development of the NT Homelessness Strategy 

Poor housing and homelessness are amongst the most critical issues affecting the health 

of the Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. This has been a matter of common 

knowledge and public record for many decades. 

Given the importance of the issue, the process for the development of the Northern 

Territory Homelessness Strategy is inadequate. I note that the Department of Children 

and Families (DCF) and Nous Group provided three working days’ notice for a face-to-face 
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consultation in Alice Springs, and two weeks for the preparation of a written submission, 

with arbitrarily imposed word limits. 

Such timelines and restrictions disregard the busy work schedules of senior staff at 

organisations such as Congress, and disrespect the extensive expertise on this matter 

within the Aboriginal community and its organisations.  

The process is also at odds with the National Agreement on Closing the Gap which was 

signed by all Australian Governments and provides the policy foundation for action to 

address disadvantage in our communities. We draw the attention of DCF and Nous Group 

especially to Priority Reform 1 (Strengthen and establish formal partnerships and shared 

decision-making).  

Notwithstanding the above, please see attached our response to the questions informing 

the development of the strategy. We request particular attention to our recommendations, 

and strongly urge DCF and Nous Group to consider our previous submissions on this issue 

which accompany this submission and are also available on our website: 

 Discussion Paper: Housing and Health (March 2018) 

 Submission to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Social Policy 

and Legal Affairs Inquiry into homelessness in Australia (June 2020) 

 Submission in response to the National Housing and Homelessness Plan Issues 

Paper (October 2023) 

I look forward to receiving and commenting on the summary report at the end of the 

consultation process. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

     

Donna Ah Chee 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

cc: Emma White, CEO, Northern Territory Department of Children and Families 

Emma.White@nt.gov.au 

Aboriginal Peak Organisations Northern Territory Governing Group 

secretariat@apont.org.au 

John Paterson, CEO, Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance Northern Territory 

john.paterson@amsant.org,au 
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mailto:Emma.White@nt.gov.au
mailto:secretariat@apont.org.au
mailto:john.paterson@amsant.org,au


 Page 3 

 

 Central Australian Aboriginal Congress Aboriginal Corporation 
 

Central Australian Aboriginal Congress 
SUBMISSION TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE NORTHERN 
TERRITORY HOMELESSNESS STRATEGY 2025-30 

QUESTION 1: What are the key challenges that contribute to people 

experiencing homelessness? 

Health effects of poor housing 

1. Overcrowding and homelessness have significant impacts on the health of Aboriginal 

people. These include: 

 Communicable disease. Overcrowded housing is a major factor in the transmission 

of infectious diseases. For children, recurrent infections can undermine healthy 

childhood development and educational outcomes and contribute to the 

development of chronic disease in later life [1]. 

 Early childhood development.  A child's experience in the first few years of life is 

known to set the foundations for physical health and social and emotional wellbeing 

across the lifespan. There is a clear association between lower housing standards 

and decreased school attendance in remote Aboriginal communities [2]. 

 Mental health and social and emotional wellbeing. Homelessness and overcrowded 

housing is associated with a range of mental health issues such as depression, 

anxiety and suicide [3]. 

 Exposure to tobacco smoke. Poorly designed, overcrowded houses increase the 

exposure of the family to tobacco smoke, with 12% of the burden of disease that 

the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population experienced in 2011 

caused by tobacco use [4]. 

 Exposure to smoke and dust. Poorly designed and maintained houses and lack of 

investment in community infrastructure (e.g. sealing of roads, vegetation of public 

spaces)  contributes to increased exposure to particulates and the numerous health 

associated health issues [5]. 

Homelessness is driven by inadequate and overcrowded housing 

2. Homelessness in the Northern Territory is overwhelmingly an issue experienced by 

Aboriginal people. The Northern Territory has Australia’s highest rate of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people experiencing homelessness at 1,865 people per 10,000, 

with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people making up 87% of homeless persons 

[6]. 

3. Overcrowded housing is by far the most important driver of homelessness in the 

Northern Territory. Of those experiencing homelessness in the Northern Territory, 

more than three quarters (76%) were living in severely overcrowded dwellings – 

approximately double the rate of Australia overall (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: People experiencing homelessness by category, 2021 

 

4. While homelessness is a problem across the Northern Territory, it is especially serious 

in very remote areas with three-quarters of homeless or marginally housed people 

living in these areas. Aboriginal people in remote areas are more likely than those in 

non-remote areas to be living in houses that are unfit for living in. These include houses 

with significant structural problems, that lacked basic household facilities, or that did 

not meet acceptable standards [7]. 

5. In Central Australia in particular the housing situation for Aboriginal communities 

remains very poor – overcrowding is ten times the non-Indigenous Northern Territory 

rate [8]. However, it appears that government investment through programs such as 

the 2008 National Partnership Agreement on Remote Indigenous Housing (NPARIH) 

slightly reduced housing overcrowding in remote areas with the proportion of 

overcrowded Aboriginal houses reducing from 49% in 2016 to 42% in 2021.  

6. However, the situation for Aboriginal people living in Alice Springs slightly worsened 

(16% overcrowded houses in 2011 and 17% ten years later). This coincides with a 

reduction in urban public housing stock – in the thirteen years to 2023, there was a 

6% decline in the number of public housing dwellings available for low-income families 

in the Northern Territory [9] (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: NT Public Housing Stock: Number of dwellings, 2003-04 to 2014-15 
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7. In some cases this is due to the transfer of public housing stock from government to 

non-government providers, but is also due to public housing being sold to private 

developers, leading to substantial increases in the number of families (most of them 

Aboriginal) on the waiting list for public housing in urban areas of the Northern Territory 

and significantly increased wait times. 

Ensuring government investments make a difference 

8. In March 2024, the Prime Minister and the former Northern Territory Chief Minister 

announced a $4 billion investment in remote housing by the Australian and Northern 

Territory Governments [10]. Congress has congratulated both Governments on this 

investment. We have been long-term advocates of better housing for our Aboriginal 

communities because of the close link between inadequate housing and poor health.  

9. However, to be effective, this significant investment must be implemented 

transparently and with accountability, not just to government but also to the Aboriginal 

community and their organisations, in line with the National Agreement on Closing the 

Gap [11] which includes commitments to Formal partnerships and shared decision-

making (Priority Reform One) and Shared Access to Data and Information at a Regional 

Level (Priority Reform Four). 

Recommendation 1. The NT Government to commit to increased investment in 

housing for both remote and urban areas as an important underpinning strategy 

to close the gap in health for Aboriginal families, noting that a supply of well-

maintained housing appropriate to the needs of the population will: 

 support early childhood development, including school attendance 

 help address mental health and social and emotional wellbeing issues, 

including suicide and family violence 

 promote physical health, including through reducing infectious disease in 

childhood and the development of chronic disease later in life 

 reduce the burden of disease from smoking, and 

 reduce exposure to particulates from dust and smoke.  

 

Recommendation 2. In line with the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, and 

in relation to the new $4 billion investment in remote housing that the Northern 

Territory Government formally commit to:  

 regularly reporting data including on spending amounts, locations and 

purposes to the NT Executive Council on Aboriginal Affairs, the Northern 

Territory Child and Families Tripartite Forum, and the Northern Territory 

Aboriginal Health Forum; and 

 commissioning an independent prospective longitudinal study to report ‘in 

real time’ on implementation and outcomes. 
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QUESTION 2: What initiatives will most effectively respond to the 

challenges 

Addressing Domestic and Family Violence as a driver of homelessness 

10. Domestic and Family violence is frequently the most immediate cause of homelessness 

[7]. Preventing family and domestic violence should therefore be a priority, as well as 

ensuring that those women experiencing or at risk of domestic violence have access to 

cultural appropriate and secure housing. 

11. Harmful alcohol consumption, especially binge drinking, is strongly correlated to 

increased levels of family violence, with women overwhelmingly the victims. Alcohol 

and drug use can, of course, also lead directly to homelessness [12]. Addressing high 

levels of harmful alcohol consumption through evidence-based policy is therefore a key 

way to prevent homelessness.  

12. On 25 January 2023 the Northern Territory Government announced regulations on take 

away alcohol availability in Alice Springs including: 

 One sale per day per person, following industry guidance 

 Alcohol free days on Monday and Tuesday for takeaway purchases 

 Limiting hours of alcohol being sold between 3pm-7pm, except for on Saturdays. 

13. This was followed on 16 February 2023 by legislation taking effect whereby Aboriginal 

town camps and communities reverted to being ‘dry’ zones, after such regulations were 

removed with the expiry of Stronger Futures provisions in July 2022. 

14. These world leading reforms have led to a considerable reduction in domestic and 

family violence (alcohol-related Domestic Violence Assaults fell by 41% in the months 

after the regulations were introduced, and a further 5% since then) [13] (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Alice Springs average monthly Alcohol-related DV Assaults by policy period 

 

15. The alcohol related reforms introduced by the Northern Territory Government in 2018-

19 were associated with a reduction in sales/consumption of 9% and a fall of 21% in 

alcohol-related domestic assaults in Alice Springs. A significant part of these reforms 
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was the introduction of a Minimum Unit Price (MUP) of $1.30 per standard drink to 

remove cheap and dangerous alcohol from sale. 

16. Despite the success of alcohol policy in reducing violence against women, and thus one 

of the key immediate drivers of homelessness, rates of family violence against 

Aboriginal women are such that support and crisis services such as women’s shelters 

are often overwhelmed. Substantial additional resources are required for: 

 culturally appropriate crisis accommodation which should be free for all women; 

 support services, including through outreach programs and centre-based women-

only spaces that can form a hub for service delivery to Aboriginal women; and  

 advocacy services, including to support women through the justice system. 

17. Research into Aboriginal family violence consistently shows that Aboriginal community 

members, including both senior women and men, see an important role for Aboriginal 

men in addressing family violence [14-16]. In a kin-based social world where family, 

culture, language, land and life are inextricably linked together, this should not be 

surprising. Simply put, men want and need to be part of the solution.  

18. Establishing supported accommodation for men at risk of committing family violence, 

including those mandated to attend and receive therapeutic care, is a way to protect 

women and families. This would provide an important alternative to the frequent 

situation where women victims of family violence are forced to remove themselves 

from home or community in order to seek safety.  

Recommendation 3. To address domestic and family violence as a key driver of 

homelessness, the Northern Territory Government should formally commit to 

maintaining and extending objectively evidenced policy approaches to reducing 

alcohol-related harm at a whole-of-population level. 

 

Recommendation 4. To address domestic and family violence as a key driver of 

homelessness, the Northern Territory Government should provide needs-based 

funding for culturally safe crisis accommodation in Alice Springs for women 

experiencing or at risk of domestic and family violence. 

 

Recommendation 5. That a male cultural space (‘Men’s Shelter’) be piloted in 

Central Australia, incorporating male cultural leadership and therapeutic trauma-

informed and healing focused care. Based on participatory action research 

principles, the pilot should investigate the possibility of the space including 

supported accommodation for mandated residential care for male perpetrators 

with the use of electronic monitoring to protect their families and the community 

where appropriate. 
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QUESTION 3: What can the government and other stakeholders do 

differently? 
19. Meeting housing needs across the diversity of Aboriginal communities in the Northern 

Territory is highly complex, with a large number of factors to be taken into 

consideration. However, Congress supports the following strategies in particular as 

they impact most directly on the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal families and on 

reducing homelessness. 

 Housing that is designed to fit with local Aboriginal ways of living.  

 Houses that are well-constructed to support health and wellbeing.  

 Funding that includes adequate resources for repairs and maintenance.  

 Access to affordable, appropriate social housing that takes accounts of the needs 

of Aboriginal families.  

 Housing that meets the needs of local Aboriginal health staff.  

Additional approaches which should be considered to reduce overcrowding and 

homelessness are as follows. 

Integrated housing, health and social and emotional wellbeing services 

20. Many Aboriginal families in remote or social housing are significantly disadvantaged, 

and may face difficulties with alcohol and substance abuse, poverty, access to 

education, ill health and mental health/social and emotional wellbeing. Integrated 

approaches (using, for example, a case-management model) are needed so that local 

service providers (e.g. housing providers, health services, child protection, family 

violence services, police) are able to work collaboratively to address the holistic needs 

of those Aboriginal families that require support.  

Funding of Environmental health officers in independent Aboriginal organisations 

21. The role of monitoring the quality of work done in building, repairing and maintaining 

houses should be done by positions that are funded for this purpose with the legislative 

powers to undertake the role. Such positions should be independent, located in 

Aboriginal organisations that are not responsible for the building, repairs and 

maintenance of housing. 

Support Indigenous Community Housing Organisations (ICHOs) 

22. Alongside the cuts in public housing stock in the Northern Territory came a significant 

reduction in the role of ICHOs following the 2007 Northern Territory Emergency 

Response (NTER) and 2008 National Partnership Agreement Indigenous Housing 

(NPARIH). Despite the increased funding under NPARIH (see above) these reforms saw 

the transfer of housing stock managed by locally-based ICHOs to the NT Government, 

with ICHOs playing a more limited role as tenancy managers in some communities only 

[21]. This sidelining of local Aboriginal control over housing stock has resulted in the 

disempowerment of local communities in decision-making;  poor processes for repairs 

and maintenance such that many houses fail to support healthy living; reduced local 

employment opportunities for Aboriginal people; culturally inappropriate policies and 

procedures; and conflicts of interest in monitoring of building standards and housing 
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maintenance [22]. All of these factors increase levels of overcrowding in existing 

houses and contribute to the high levels of Aboriginal homelessness in the Northern 

Territory. 

23. The success of regionally-based Aboriginal community controlled health services in the 

Northern Territory demonstrates that such ICHOs, with appropriate support and 

regulation, are the most effective way of delivering and maintaining effective and 

sustainable housing solutions through: 

 sound financial planning and management systems, with ongoing resources and 

expertise to support these;   

 facilitating genuine community involvement in planning the location and design 

of houses; 

 developing a responsive, competent and cost effective maintenance system; and 

 training and employment of local Aboriginal staff in construction, maintenance 

and management; 

 implementing regional approaches that understand the relationships between 

remote communities, and between them and town camps. 

Recommendation 6. That the Northern Territory Government commit to working 

towards an integrated case-management model so that local service providers 

are able to work collaboratively to support Aboriginal families to remain in 

remote or public housing. 

 

Recommendation 7. That the Northern Territory Government funds 

Environmental health officers located in independent Aboriginal organisations 

which are not responsible for the building, repairs and maintenance of housing, 

in order to monitor the quality of work done in building, repairing and 

maintaining houses, with the legislative powers to undertake the role. 

 

Recommendation 8. Aboriginal community-controlled housing organisations 

should be resourced to manage new and existing housing stock, with appropriate 

funding and regulation to support them to provide and manage culturally 

appropriate hosing and reduce homelessness.  
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