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Abstract

This paper adopts a socioeconomic and policy systems approach to housing tenure patterns. It argues that 

the housing tenure system in more densely settled Australia, dominated by home ownership, does not fully 

penetrate to remote areas for either Indigenous or other households. It uses data from the 2001 Census 

organised by remoteness geography to demonstrate this lack of penetration, and attempts to describe the 

housing tenure system in remote Australia in its own terms. The paper begins and ends by specifically looking 

at ideas about promoting home ownership in remote Aboriginal communities. It argues that this is a largely 

unrealistic policy goal, given the underlying income and employment status of Indigenous people in these 

communities. The paper also argues that there are better measures of Indigenous housing disadvantage 

in Australia than low home ownership rates and it identifies two: private rental rates in settled areas and 

household size in remote areas.
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Introduction

I believe there is a case for reviewing the whole issue of Aboriginal land title, in the sense of looking 

more towards private recognition. I certainly believe that all Australians should be able to aspire towards 

owning their own home and having their own business (the Prime Minister of Australia, John Howard, 

quoted in the Sydney Morning Herald, 7 April 2005).

T he Prime Minister of Australia, John Howard, made the statement quoted above while visiting the 

remote Aboriginal community of Wadeye in the Northern Territory on 6 April 2005. Reactions among 

Indigenous people over the next few days were somewhat varied. Some at Wadeye expressed interest in the 

Prime Minister’s ideas, perhaps reflecting the shortage of housing there and a hope of obtaining more (The 

Australian, 7 April 2005). However, the Director of the Central Land Council based in Alice Springs, David 

Ross, responded as follows:

Do these people understand what owning their own home means and everything that goes with owning 

their own home. Do they realise what it is that they have to do in order to have a mortgage, ongoing 

maintenance, the cost of getting that maintenance done in remote areas (ABC Online, 7 April 2005). 

Ross went on to say:

Aboriginal people aspire to their culture and what that culture involves—a lore, a language and 

especially for the traditional people and that way of life as against a normal western life that the general 

Australian population aspire to (ABC Online, 7 April 2005).

Ross was also quoted in the media a couple of days later as saying that the average annual adult income 

in remote Indigenous communities was about $9,000 and that ‘people are flat out living on that, let alone 

trying to buy their own house’ (The Age, 10 April 2005). Other prominent Indigenous people were, however, 

more supportive of Howard’s ideas. Warren Mundine, New South Wales Aboriginal, Australian Labor Party 

Vice President and member of the Howard Government’s newly-appointed National Indigenous Council 

(NIC), foresaw Aboriginal private ownership under ‘an expanded lease system’ as the ‘second stage of the 

land rights movement’ (The Australian, 7 April 2005). Another NIC member, Wesley Aird from Queensland, 

commented that ‘the option of changing legislation to open up land use’ and ‘helping individual people or 

small groups … get into business’ was ‘certainly worth pursuing’ (ABC Online, 7 April 2005).

Reactions among non-Indigenous media commentators were also varied. Michelle Grattan cast her 

commentary in The Age in terms of the Prime Minister ‘being bent on taking the white picket fence to 

remote Australia’, which she concluded, after some analysis, was:

… a bit of a furphy for these impoverished towns where most people are unemployed and tenants, and 

many are leading semi-traditional lives and still a good way from viewing property as an individual asset 

to be passed on to children (The Age, 10 April 2005).
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Crispin Hull in the Canberra Times was more supportive, arguing that:

Communal title seems wonderful, but defies human nature. It might work in the face of adversity when 

the community gets together to survive. But when the basics are met, it holds back economic progress 

(Canberra Times, 9 April 2005).

The Canberra Times cartoonist, Geoff Pryor, however, seemed more inclined towards the scepticism of 

Grattan and her cartoonist colleague, Matt Davidson, at The Age (see Fig. 1). 

My own reactions to this episode were perhaps most like those of Ross and Grattan. There seemed to me an 

air of unreality about the idea of home ownership—as understood in more densely settled Australia—being 

transplanted to remote Aboriginal communities in their current socioeconomic circumstances. This paper is 

an attempt to spell out that sense of unreality by analysing data from the 2001 Census and by adopting a 

socioeconomic and policy systems approach to housing tenure in Australia. 

The census data are organised into five remoteness categories recently developed by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS), and I begin the paper by outlining this geographic categorisation and noting its similarity to 

another that has long been seen as important in the analysis of Australian Indigenous affairs. I then describe 

the socioeconomic and policy system that has produced home ownership as the dominant housing tenure in 

contemporary more densely settled Australia. Using the 2001 Census data, I suggest that this housing tenure 

system does not fully penetrate to the remote areas of Australia, and that this holds not only for Indigenous 

people but also for non-Indigenous people. I then describe Australia’s remote area housing tenure system 

in its own terms, as it exists both for Indigenous and for non-Indigenous people. By further use of 2001 

Census data relating to income, employment and household size, I suggest that a number of underlying 

elements that support the contemporary housing tenure system in more densely settled areas are currently 

not present in remote Australia, particularly among Indigenous people. In the next, more discursive section 

of the paper I argue that there are better indicators of Indigenous housing disadvantage than differences in 

home ownership rates; I consider in particular private rental rates and household size. In the final section of 

the paper I look to other evidence of the difficulties of developing home ownership in discrete Indigenous 

communities, in particular to a past Queensland government experiment and a recent study conducted by a 

team at the University of Queensland.

Remoteness geography

Fig. 2 depicts the remoteness geography recently developed by the ABS. It divides Australia into five 

categories ranging from major cities, through inner and outer regional areas, to remote and very remote 

areas. Each of these areas has very different land areas and populations, and the Indigenous proportions 

of those populations also differ substantially, as can be seen from Table 1. The major cities comprised only 

0.2 per cent of the Australian land area, but accounted for 65.9 per cent of the total population and 30.5 

per cent of the Indigenous population at the 2001 Census. However, the proportion of the total major city 
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Fig. 1. Cartoons from (a) the Age 10 April 2005 and (b) the Canberra Times 11 April 2005

Reproduced courtesy of (a) Matt Davidson and (b) Geoff Pryor.
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population identifying as Indigenous was only 1.0 per cent. At the other end of the remoteness scale, the 

very remote areas comprised 73.3 per cent of the Australian land area and accounted for 1.1 per cent of the 

total population, but 35.7 per cent of these people identified as Indigenous in the 2001 Census, constituting 

some 17.5 per cent of the national Indigenous population. Between these extremes, the percentage of the 

total population living in the intervening areas decreased gradually from 20.6 per cent in inner regional 

areas to 10.5 per cent in outer regional areas and 1.8 per cent in remote areas. However, land areas and the 

Indigenous proportions of those populations increased gradually from 2.9 and 2.1 per cent in inner regional 

areas, to 10.4 and 4.8 per cent in outer regional areas and 13.3 and 10.5 per cent in remote areas respectively 

(see Table 1). 

This type of geographic classification has long been seen as important in the analysis of Australian 

Indigenous affairs. In the late 1960s, in his three volume study of Aboriginal policy and practice, Charles 

Rowley divided Australia into ‘closely settled’ and ‘sparsely populated’ regions, with the latter area also 

being referred to as ‘colonial’ or ‘remote’ (Rowley 1970, 1971a, 1971b). In the early 1980s geographer David 

Drakakis-Smith reworked Rowley’s distinction and, somewhat provocatively, re-labelled the remote areas 

‘Aboriginal Australia’ (Drakakis-Smith & Hirst 1981). In the 1990s John Taylor used the distinction in writing 

about Aboriginal migration patterns (Taylor 1991). Many other variations of this sort of geography can 

Populations  
(000s)

Major  
cities

Inner  
regional

Outer  
regional Remote

Very  
remote

Total 
Australia

Indigenous:

no. 125.0 83.2 94.6 35.0 71.8 410.0

% 30.5 20.3 23.1 8.5 17.5 100.0

Non-Indigenous:

no. 11,727.9 3,653.7 1,804.9 282.3 115.6 17,591.5

% 66.7 20.8 10.3 1.6 0.7 100.0

Not stated:

no. 520.3 135.8 79.0 17.3 13.6 767.7

% 67.8 17.7 10.3 2.3 1.8 100.0

Total:

no. 12,373.3 3,872.7 1,978.5 334.7 201.1 18,769.2

% 65.9 20.6 10.5 1.8 1.1 100.0

Indigenous/Total:

% 1.0 2.1 4.8 10.5 35.7 2.2

Land area:

km2 14,351 219,700 802,694 1,021,005 5,645,829 7,703,580

% of total 0.2 2.9 10.4 13.3 73.3 100.0

Table 1: Populations and land areas of ABS remoteness categories, 2001 Census
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be found in the literature on Australian Indigenous affairs, as various analysts have tried to come to grips 

with what they have seen as an important spatial dimension of difference in relations between Indigenous 

and other Australians. This sense of important spatial difference has now been picked up by the ABS in its 

remoteness classification, enabling us to examine many social statistics along this dimension, including 

those relating to housing tenure.

Fig. 2. Australian Standard Geographical Classification Remoteness structure, 2001
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The housing tenure system in more densely settled Australia

The housing tenure system in more densely settled Australia is not ‘natural’; rather it is the product of a 

historically-developed socioeconomic and policy system. At the time of World War II, for example, housing 

tenure in Australia was much more evenly divided between home ownership and private rental than at 

present. During the long economic boom from the late 1940s to the 1960s, home ownership grew from 

around 50 to around 70 per cent of Australian households (Berry 1984). This was primarily the product of 

good economic times and the obvious benefits of home ownership to households with good stable incomes 

and employment. Not only was home ownership affordable for the average household with an employed 

breadwinner, but it also offered a secure and adaptable housing environment, an ability to shift housing 

costs from high-income to low-income stages of the life cycle, and an ability to store and bequeath family 

wealth (Troy 1991). Government policy at the Commonwealth level also helped by , encouraging concessional 

loans through defence force and building society schemes, requiring banks to provide certain proportions 

of their lendings at reduced interest rates for home ownership and, from the mid 1950s, providing grants 

to first home buyers (Berry 1984; Bourassa, Grieg & Troy 1995). State governments were also at this time 

encouraged by the Commonwealth to build up a stock of government-owned houses which could be rented 

to low income households at income-related rates, or sometimes sold to them under concessional financing 

arrangements. By the early 1960s then, with this recent growth in both home ownership and public rental, 

the proportion of households in private rental was half that of 20 years earlier. The housing tenure system 

in densely settled Australia had undergone significant recent change.

From the 1970s on it was becoming evident that the level of home ownership in Australia was no longer 

rising. Governments responded with revised concessional financing and taxing arrangements of various 

sorts, although at the same time also deregulating bank lending practices. Tenure patterns remained fairly 

stable, however, and housing studies began to emphasise issues like the rising costs of home ownership 

relative to income and the limits of government policy in promoting home ownership (Bourassa, Grieg & 

Troy 1995; Neutze & Kendig 1991). Other studies began to focus on the high costs and other problems of 

the ‘residual’ private rental sector, particularly as a long term tenure (Berry 1983; Paris 1984, 1985). Studies 

which adopted a larger housing systems approach asked what might constitute ‘fair shares in Australian 

housing’ between the dominant and residual tenures (Kendig, Paris & Anderton 1987; Paris 1993). Many of 

these debates continue to the present, reflecting a now relatively unchanging housing tenure profile in more 

densely settled Australia.1 

In addition to this historical analysis, it may also be useful to provide some schematic domestic economic 

analysis in order to appreciate the nature of home ownership as the contemporary dominant housing tenure 

in more densely settled Australia. Domestic units of one or two adults typically buy a dwelling and land 

package which may cost as much as four or more times their annual income and, through loan financing, 

commit to paying off that capital cost over a 20 or even 30 year period. Hence, for example, in rough current 

dollar terms, a domestic unit with an income of say $60,000 per annum may buy a dwelling and land package 
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for $240,000, and spend $15,000 per annum over anywhere between the next 20 and 30 years in paying off 

this capital. In addition, such domestic units undertake to meet the recurrent costs of housing maintenance, 

so that their asset does not depreciate, as well as paying recurrent government taxes and charges, such 

as annual land rates and infrastructure service fees. Covering these capital and recurrent housing costs 

can consume as much as one-third or more of income in these household economies, particularly in the 

early years after entry to the market or when income falls through developments such as child rearing or 

unemployment. But this level of commitment of income over time is generally seen as worthwhile, because 

of the benefits of home ownership identified above.

These household economies, repeated thousands of times over, depend for their existence on a larger 

industrial economy which can generate levels of income of the order of at least $40,000 per annum in current 

dollar terms for the vast majority of households. This occurs largely through employment. Those households 

that cannot generate these levels of income, either through lack of employment of for other reasons, will 

Major  
cities

Inner 
regional

Outer 
regional Remote

Very  
remote

Total 
Australia

Indigenous households:

Owner/ purchaser 38.1 38.4 32.4 23.2 7.3 32.2

Private rental 28.8 29.4 24.8 13.3 3.0 23.8

Public rental 23.6 18.9 21.6 26.4 9.7 20.8

Community rental 2.3 5.4 9.8 19.1 61.0 12.7

Employer rental 0.6 0.7 1.8 5.1 4.0 1.7

Other/NS tenure 6.6 6.9 9.6 12.8 14.9 8.8

Total (%) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total (no.) 40,372 25,734 27,227 9,097 12,908 115,359

Other households:

Owner/ purchaser 70.9 73.7 70.3 61.6 49.5 71.1

Private rental 18.9 16.6 16.2 13.1 9.5 18.0

Public rental 4.9 3.6 3.8 3.8 3.9 4.5

Community rental 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.6 2.0 0.4

Employer rental 0.4 0.7 2.1 9.2 16.3 0.8

Other/NS tenure 4.7 5.2 7.0 13.3 18.7 4.2

Total (%) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100

Total (no.) 4,242,082 1,345,499 655,808 94,226 29,258 6,367,885

Table 2: Tenure of dwellings containing Indigenous and other households, by 

remoteness, 2001 Census
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find themselves having trouble either attaining or sustaining home ownership. They may find themselves 

living in either public or private rental. While public rental may be reasonably secure and affordable for low-

income domestic units, in that income-related rents are charged, there are no such guarantees in private 

rental. Moreover, neither of these rental tenures provides the ability to store and bequeath family wealth in 

the way that home ownership allows. Thus, even if home ownership is hard both to attain and to sustain for 

low income domestic units, the incentives to do so are still strong. This is a rough outline of the workings 

of the socioeconomic and policy system which generates the contemporary housing tenure profile of more 

densely settled Australia.

The 2001 Census housing tenure data

Table 2 presents tenure data from the 2001 Census for dwellings containing Indigenous and other households, 

by their remoteness geography.2 It can be seen from the right-hand column of this table that the national 

tenure profiles of Indigenous and other households are very different, with only 32.2 per cent of Indigenous 

households being in home ownership compared to 71.1 per cent of other households. Also, 23.8 per cent of 

Indigenous households were in private rental in 2001, and 20.8 were in public rental, compared to 18.0 and 

4.5 per cent respectively of other households. These are stark tenure differences, with significant social and 

economic implications. However, it is to some of the other more geographic aspects of this table that I wish 

to draw attention.

Among non-Indigenous households, it is notable that while the level of home ownership is slightly above 70 

per cent in major cities and regional areas, this drops significantly to 61.6 per cent in remote and 49.5 per 

cent in very remote areas. Private rental among these households also drops significantly from between 16 

and 19 per cent in the major cities and regional areas to 13.1 per cent in the remote and 9.5 per cent in the 

very remote areas. The tenures that rise to offset these falls are two thus far not even mentioned—employer 

rental and the rather amorphous ‘other/not stated’ grouping. Employer rental rises from almost negligible 

levels in the major cities and regional areas to 9.2 per cent in remote and 16.3 per cent in very remote areas, 

while the other/not stated tenure grouping rises from a slightly higher base in the major cities and regions 

to 13.3 per cent in remote and 18.7 per cent in very remote areas.

The Indigenous household tenure profile also changes markedly as we move beyond the major cities and 

regional areas into the remote and very remote regions. Home ownership among Indigenous households 

drops from being in the range of 32 to 38 per cent in the cities and regions to 23.2 per cent in remote and 

just 7.3 per cent in very remote regions. Similarly, private rental among Indigenous households drops from 

being in the range of 24 to 29 per cent in the major cities and regional areas to 13.3 per cent in remote 

and just 3.0 in very remote areas. The tenures which rise among Indigenous households in remote areas in 

order to offset these falls are only partly employer rental and the other/not stated tenure grouping. The 

big increase among Indigenous households is in another tenure again not thus far mentioned, community 

rental, which increases from 2.3 per cent in the major cities to 5.4 per cent in inner and 9.8 per cent in outer 

regional areas, and then to 19.1 per cent in remote and 61.0 per cent in very remote areas. 
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These figures suggest a very different housing tenure system in remote areas, for both Indigenous and other 

households, compared to the major cities and regional areas—though it is different in different ways for the 

two household types. Perhaps, then, the housing tenure system in sparsely settled or remote Australia for 

Indigenous and other households requires a description in its own terms.

The housing tenure system in remote Australia

Many non-Indigenous people who live in remote Australia do so largely because of employment 

opportunities. Employers, both in government and industry, frequently offer incentives to relocate to remote 

areas, particularly for skilled workers. Such incentives often include inexpensive employee housing. This is 

reflected in the top panel of Table 3, which shows that employer rental among non-Indigenous households 

in very remote areas, as well as being common, is also very inexpensive. Almost half of employer rents are 

under $50 per week, and almost 80 per cent are under $100. This is cheaper even than public rental and on 

Private rental Public rental Community rental Employer rental

Very remote areas:

$1–$49 5.2 26.7 48.4 48.1

$50–$99 26.1 34.3 33.3 31.8

$100–$149 31.9 22.0 9.6 8.4

$150–$199 17.8 6.7 1.9 1.9

$200+ 14.2 3.0 2.1 2.9

Not stated 4.9 7.3 4.6 6.9

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 2,774 1,142 582 4,784

Major cities:

$1–$49 0.3 28.9 16.8 2.5

$50–$99 4.1 41.1 44.0 10.2

$100–$149 20.9 14.1 16.7 48.2

$150–$199 32.2 6.8 9.4 16.2

$200+ 40.3 2.8 6.9 14.5

Not stated 2.2 6.3 6.2 8.4

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 798,339 206,747 17,381 15,099

Table 3. Weekly rent levels of dwellings containing non-Indigenous households in very 

remote areas and major cities, 2001 Census
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a par with community rental, both of which are far less common among non-Indigenous households in very 

remote areas than employer rental. By way of contrast, private rental among these households, as well as 

being less common, is also considerably more expensive, with 63.9 per cent of its rents being over $100 per 

week (see Table 3, top panel). 

Another indicator of housing system difference for non-Indigenous people in remote areas is numbers living 

in non-private dwellings such as hostels (see Table 4). Between two and four per cent live in such dwellings 

in major cities and regional areas. The proportion rises to 6.0 per cent in remote areas and 16.8 per cent in 

very remote areas. This is a reflection of employees living in hostel accommodation in settlements based on 

resource industries, and is hence another form of employer rental.

Since employer rental, in both private and non-private dwellings, is both common and inexpensive for non-

Indigenous people in very remote areas, it is readily understandable why home ownership is low. Many of 

these people, while working and renting in remote Australia, may be acquiring a dwelling in more densely 

settled Australia which will either become their home in the longer term, or give them the capital to acquire 

such a home. They are, in this sense, part of the housing tenure system in more densely settled Australia 

while temporarily living outside the area.

For Indigenous households in very remote areas, the situation is very different. Most are living in these 

areas as their long term home and, because of this, are not usually offered housing as part of employment 

recruitment. While there are some employer rental dwellings occupied by Indigenous households in very 

remote areas, the dominant tenure, as noted above, is community rental. Table 5 shows community rental 

also to be a very inexpensive tenure for Indigenous households in very remote areas, with 56.8 per cent of 

rents below $50 and another 28.7 per cent under $100 per week. How can this be so? 

Community rental is the product of a 30 year government initiative in which somewhere between 500 and 

1,000 dwellings per year have been built in discrete Indigenous communities at public expense and vested 

in Indigenous community organisations for ongoing management (Sanders 1993). The capital provided by 

Commonwealth and, to a lesser extent, State and Territory government agencies for these dwellings has 

been via grants rather than loans, and thus has not had to be repaid. Dwellings have generally been built 

on land to which Indigenous groups already have some reasonably secure title, be it freehold, leasehold or 

inalienable Aboriginal title. Hence in some ways this should be referred to as community owned housing. 

However Indigenous community organisations have been encouraged by government to charge rents for 

these dwellings with the aim of covering asset maintenance and other recurrent costs. This has led to the 

label ‘community rental’.

These arrangements in Indigenous community housing have been a response to a perception of acute housing 

need and of the gross inadequacy of previous housing arrangements for Indigenous people, particularly in 

remote areas (Jones 1994; Neutze, Sanders & Jones 2000; Sanders 1990). Policy-makers have, in a sense, seen 

no alternative but to provide housing at government expense. This, of course, is not unknown in the wider 

Australian housing system, as public housing is also provided at government expense. 
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Major Cities Inner Regional Outer Regional Remote Very Remote

Indigenous:

no. 4,458 3,073 4,647 2,064 1,895

% 3.6 3.7 4.9 5.9 2.6

Non-Indigenous:

no. 238,047 106, 685 64,153 16,887 19,430

% 2.0 2.9 3.6 6.0 16.8

Table 4. Indigenous and Non-Indigenous people living in non-private dwellings,  

by remoteness, 2001 Census

Private rental Public rental Community rental Employer rental

Very remote areas:

$1–$49 4.9 14.8 56.8 42.8

$50–$99 26.7 45.4 28.7 32.3

$100–$149 31.6 19.2 7.3 11.3

$150–$199 19.7 8.2 1.2 3.1

$200+ 13.1 3.8 1.2 3.9

Not stated 3.9 8.6 4.8 6.6

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 386 1,249 7,876 514

Major cities:

$1–$49 0.4 15.7 6.9 1.2

$50–$99 4.6 47.9 40.6 11.2

$100–$149 27.0 16.9 38.5 58.2

$150–$199 37.4 8.1 7.6 10.0

$200+ 28.3 3.0 2.3 7.6

Not stated 2.4 8.3 4.1 11.6

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 11,617 9,547 937 249

Table 5. Weekly rent levels of dwellings containing Indigenous households in very 

remote areas and major cities, 2001 Census
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It also should be noted that, over the last 30 years, there has also been an even larger program effort to 

provide additional public housing specifically for Indigenous people (Sanders 1993). However most State and 

Territory housing authorities have only had supply and management systems in urban areas, and have been 

reluctant to become involved in very remote areas. Hence community rental in remote areas has taken on a 

role much like that of public housing in more densely settled areas. Reflecting this, Indigenous community 

organisations have also been encouraged to charge income-related rents. 

Charging rent in Indigenous community housing has proven difficult, with successful systems in remote areas 

often working more like a poll tax or per person service charge than strictly as a rent. Further, if dwellings 

become degraded, the difficulties compound. So in recent years Indigenous community housing programs 

have also met recurrent housing costs, either through refurbishment programs or through maintenance 

grants which match rent collected dollar for dollar. While this has diminished amounts of money available 

for the provision of new housing, it has been seen as a worthwhile way of maintaining and securing better 

value from existing housing.

Returning to Table 5, it can be seen that rent levels for community dwellings containing Indigenous 

households in very remote areas are, in fact, considerably lower than for public rental dwellings, which are 

present in these areas in limited numbers. Employer rental for Indigenous households in very remote areas, 

where it is available, tends to be a little more expensive than community rental, but not as expensive as 

public rental. Private rental is again by far the most expensive, as well as being not very common (see Table 

5 top panel).

This analysis of rent levels and policy history suggests a substantial difference in the housing tenure system 

in very remote areas for both Indigenous and other households. This can also be seen from the bottom panels 

of Tables 3 and 5 which give rent levels for Indigenous and other households in major cities. Community and 

particularly employer rent levels in the cities tend to be above public housing rent levels for both Indigenous 

and other households, rather than below them as in the very remote areas. So as limited as these tenures are 

in the cities, they also seem to occupy a rather different niche in the system compared to their role in remote 

areas. The other difference that can be noted by comparing the top and bottom panels of Tables 3 and 5 is 

that private rent levels in the major cities are higher for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous households 

than in the remote areas. Indigenous and other households do not appear to pay greatly different rents in 

any of these tenures in either the major cities or the very remote areas, but they are of course distributed 

across the tenures in very different numbers in the different geographic areas. Hence, it is the population 

and tenure distributions back in Tables 1 and 2 that are the most revealing of the position of Indigenous 

people in the Australian housing system in remote and settled areas.
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Income Major cities Inner regional Outer regional Remote Very remote

Nil/negative 7.1 6.6 7.0 5.8 5.4

$1–$199 26.3 31.2 31.9 37.1 56.8

$200–$399 23.6 25.7 25.4 22.6 20.5

$400+ 33.9 25.7 24.3 23.2 10.6

Not stated 9.0 10.9 11.3 11.4 6.5

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 76,426 48,402 56,278 21,808 45,916

Table 6. Weekly individual income of Indigenous people aged 15 and over, by 

remoteness, 2001 Census

Major cities Inner regional Outer regional Remote Very remote

Indigenous:

Employed–general 43.6 36.1 33.1 29.9 14.2

CDEP employed 0.4 1.8 4.2 8.6 26.9

Unemployed 11.4 12.9 11.4 9.3 3.6

Not in labour force 41.9 47.2 47.7 46.8 51.1

Not stated 2.6 2.1 3.6 5.4 4.2

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 76,427 48,426 56,294 21,839 45,897

Non- Indigenous:

Employed–general 59.1 54.2 57.5 65.2 67.5

CDEP employed 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.9

Unemployed 4.4 4.9 4.6 3.4 2.4

Not in labour force 35.3 39.5 36.5 30.2 28.2

Not stated 1.2 1.4 1.3 1.0 1.0

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total no. 9,411,556 2,856, 243 1,413,891 221,660 96,772

Table 7. Labour force status of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people aged 15 and 

over, by remoteness, 2001 Census
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Income, employment and household size data 

Housing studies which adopt a systems approach tend to relate housing tenures and ‘careers’ over time to 

labour market factors and to income (Winter & Stone 1998). This, of course, is what Grattan and Ross were 

doing when they argued that home ownership is not very relevant to Indigenous people in remote areas 

because they are predominantly unemployed and living on around $9,000 per annum. This section of the 

paper bears out and refines these contentions by detailing income and employment data from the 2001 

Census (see also Neutze 2000).

Table 6 shows that individual incomes of Indigenous people aged 15 and over fall away across the geographic 

spectrum from major cities to very remote areas. Whereas 33.9 per cent of Indigenous people in major cities 

and around one-quarter in regional and remote areas have incomes over $400 per week, only 10.6 per cent 

in very remote areas do. Conversely, 62.2 and 42.9 per cent of Indigenous people in very remote and remote 

areas respectively have incomes below $200 per week, compared to 33.4 per cent in the major cities, 37.8 

per cent in the inner regional areas and 38.9 per cent in the outer regional areas.3 

These income levels can be related to labour market status, as shown in Table 7. In the cities 43.6 per cent 

of Indigenous people aged 15 and over are in general employment. In inner and outer regional areas the 

percentages are 36.1 and 33.1 respectively, and in remote areas 29.9 per cent. In very remote areas only 14.2 

per cent are in general employment. Over half the Indigenous people aged 15 and over in very remote areas 

are not in the labour force, and over one-quarter effectively work for their social security entitlements in 

the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme. Because of CDEP, unemployment among 

Indigenous people in remote areas is in fact somewhat lower than in major cities and regional areas, but 

without CDEP it would be very much higher. Past analysis of both census and survey data has shown incomes 

of CDEP participants to be slightly higher than for the unemployed, but very much lower than for those in 

general employment (Altman, Gray & Levitus 2005, Altman, Gray & Sanders 2000).

In the bottom panel of Table 7, it can be observed that among non-Indigenous people employment levels 

are higher in the remote areas than in major cities and regional areas. This may be because non-Indigenous 

people who come to remote areas for employment leave when that employment ceases. This has the effect 

of making remote areas far more polarised, in employment terms, between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people than the cities and regional areas. While 67.5 per cent of non-Indigenous people in very remote areas 

are in general employment, compared to 14.2 per cent of Indigenous people, the comparative figures in the 

major cities are 59.1 and 43.6 per cent respectively. In regional areas the figures for the non-Indigenous are 

in the mid 50 per cent range and for the Indigenous they are in the mid 30 per cent range. 
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Major cities Inner regional Outer regional Remote Very remote

Indigenous households

<$800 49.0 57.8 57.4 52.9 54.7

$800 + 38.1 28.6 27.2 30.0 31.5

Not stated 12.9 13.6 15.3 17.0 13.7

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 40,386 25,745 27,213 9,095 12,916

Other households

<$800 41.8 52.6 53.1 45.7 40.7

$800 + 47.2 36.2 34.9 41.5 44.0

Not stated 11.0 11.2 12.0 12.8 15.2

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total no. 4,242,088 1,345,490 655,808 94,228 29,265

Table 8. Household incomes of dwellings containing Indigenous and other households, 

by remoteness, 2001 Census

Major
cities

Inner
regional

Outer
regional Remote

Very 
remote

Indigenous households:

1–2 persons 42.4 39.5 37.9 36.7 23.6

3–4 persons 38.2 38.4 36.6 32.5 26.0

5–6 persons 16.6 18.6 20.5 21.9 22.3

7+ persons 2.8 3.5 5.0 8.6 28.1

Total % 100 100 100 100 100

Total no. 40,400 25,737 27,195 9,073 12,916

Other households:

1–2 persons 55.4 59.2 60.2 59.4 60.8

3–4 persons 33.7 30.3 29.6 29.9 28.7

5–6 persons 10.0 9.8 9.6 9.8 9.5

7+ persons 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.9

Total % 100 100 100 100 100

Total no. 4,242,092 1,345,488 655,804 94,218 29,264

Table 9. Household size of dwellings containing Indigenous and other households, by 

remoteness category, 2001 Census
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Income patterns of Indigenous individuals identified in Table 6 are clearly related to the labour force 

status differences identified in Table 7. However, it could be argued that for housing purposes, household 

incomes are more relevant than individual incomes. Hence Table 8 presents household incomes for dwellings 

containing Indigenous and non-Indigenous households. This shows that incomes among Indigenous 

households are much more consistent across the geographic regions than are individual income levels. 

However they are, in all the geographic areas, still considerably lower on average than for non-Indigenous 

households in the same area. Whereas 54.7 per cent of Indigenous households in very remote areas have 

incomes below $800 per week, only 40.7 per cent of other households are in the same situation, while in the 

major cities the comparative figures are 49.0 and 41.8 per cent respectively. 

Table 9, on the other hand, illustrates another factor that must be taken into account—the size of Indigenous 

households in very remote areas as compared to other areas and as compared to the size of non-Indigenous 

households generally. Fewer than five per cent of Indigenous households have seven or more persons in 

the cities and regional areas, but the figure jumps to 8.6 per cent in remote areas and 28.1 per cent in very 

remote areas. By contrast, the number of non-Indigenous households of that size in all areas is less than one 

per cent. Households of seven or more people clearly have far greater demands on income for non-housing 

needs than do households of one or two. Indeed in such large households it may be unrealistic to think of 

incomes as in any sense being fully shared and hence available for household-level commitments such as 

home ownership, or even rent. This is one reason why successful rental systems in Indigenous communities 

in remote areas often work more like a poll tax than strictly a household rent.

Hence income, employment and household size data from the 2001 Census all reinforce the idea of 

differences between remote and settled areas, both among Indigenous households and for non-Indigenous 

households. They suggest that differences in the housing tenure systems of these geographic areas may also 

be related to underlying economic factors such as industrial structure and total levels of employment and 

income. They reinforce the idea that transposing the housing tenure system of more densely settled Australia 

to remote areas may be an unrealistic policy goal, at least in the short to medium term. The housing tenure 

system in remote areas reflects both the policy history and the socioeconomic circumstances of these areas 

and is likely to change only very slowly.

Indicators of disadvantage: beyond home ownership rates

Before the Prime Minister’s Wadeye contribution, my intention was to begin this paper by observing that 

differences in home ownership rates between Indigenous and other Australians are often cited in Australian 

public life as indicators of Indigenous disadvantage, and then to call into question some of the reasoning 

behind this characteristic move. For example, in the Productivity Commission’s recently developed framework 

for Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage, low home ownership is listed as one of twelve ‘headline’ indicators 

of disadvantage, with none of the rest relating specifically to housing (Steering Committee for the Review of 

Government Service Provision 2003). Yet in light of the above census analysis and related policy history, this 
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seems a somewhat unreasoned position. What are we to make of the one-third of Indigenous households who 

in 2001 lived in public rental or community rental housing largely as a result of past government program 

efforts relating to these tenures? The presence of these households in housing tenures which have been 

provided at public expense and which charge income-related rents must itself be having a downward effect 

on Indigenous home ownership levels—but surely their presence reflects a degree of past policy success in 

meeting Indigenous housing needs, rather than itself being an indicator of disadvantage. This is what Stone 

(1988) calls a ‘policy paradox’, and it begs the question of whether there are better indicators of Indigenous 

housing disadvantage, both in remote and settled Australia, than low home ownership levels. I believe there 

are and would point in particular to two: private rental rates and household size.

Private rental in the contemporary Australian housing system is a useful short-term tenure for people 

whose family or employment circumstances are in transition. However, as a long-term tenure it has major 

disadvantages of both insecurity and high rental costs, as seen in Tables 3 and 5 above. Hence the term 

‘residual’ which, as noted previously, has recently been applied to this tenure. Returning to Table 2, we can 

note that Indigenous households in major cities and regional areas are in private rental dwelling at rates 

between 8 and 13 per cent higher than other households. This could well be a better, and more modest, 

indicator of Indigenous housing disadvantage in these areas than the larger percentage differences in home 

ownership. Knowing what we do of private rental, we might in particular want to enquire whether Indigenous 

households are occupying private rental dwellings on a more long-term basis than other households, as this 

would be a most stark indicator of housing disadvantage within the housing tenure system of more densely 

settled Australia.

In remote areas, by contrast, private rental is a far less prevalent tenure and it is occupied by Indigenous 

households at a lesser rate than by other households. In these areas, a better indicator of Indigenous housing 

disadvantage may be simply household size, irrespective of tenure. Table 9 showed us how Indigenous 

household size increases dramatically in very remote areas, to over one-quarter of households having seven 

persons or more. While Indigenous people in remote areas may like to live in extended family groupings, 

households of this size are likely to reflect a lack of housing supply as much as a preference for extended 

family living. As suggested at the outset, this wish for greater housing supply may be why Indigenous people 

in places like Wadeye express interest in home ownership. They are, in essence, expressing an interest in 

obtaining more housing, so that people can spread out a little and household size can be reduced. Tenure 

type is not itself the primary issue.

Some of these ideas—about housing disadvantage among Indigenous people being best captured by 

different indicators in remote and settled areas, and not just by home ownership levels—are also evident 

in earlier work with others on a multi-measure approach to Indigenous housing need. That work suggested 

that while adequacy measures emphasise remote area need, affordability measures capture more settled area 

need (Neutze, Sanders & Jones 2000). Clearly the Australian debate about Indigenous housing disadvantage 

can do better than simply referring to differences in home ownership levels. To be fair to the Productivity 

Commission here, it should be noted that, having identified low home ownership as their headline indicator, 
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they did go on to identify reducing ‘overcrowding in housing’ as a ‘strategic change indicator’ (Steering 

Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2003). But this is still only one measure of 

Indigenous housing disadvantage. Others too are required, related to issues such as affordability and private 

rental, if we are to capture the vast differences between housing systems and Indigenous people’s positions 

in them in remote and settled areas.

Other evidence

Finally it should be noted that there is other evidence from both policy history and survey research which 

can be brought to bear on the issue of home ownership in remote Aboriginal communities. The Queensland 

government has in the past experimented with home ownership in the remote Aboriginal community of 

Kowanyama on the western side of Cape York Peninsula, and a University of Queensland research team has 

both assessed that experiment and used it as the basis for more future-oriented survey research (Moran et 

al. 2002).

In the mid 1980s, with the encouragement of the Queensland government, Kowanyama Aboriginal 

Community Council leased 85 existing community-owned houses at very modest prices to community 

residents, thereby making maintenance of the houses a household rather than Council responsibility. In the 

words of the University of Queensland research team, the houses were ‘already close to the end of their life 

cycle’ and 15 years later had ‘deteriorated to an unacceptable standard’. Council was by then involved in a 

drawn-out legal process of taking over the leases so that the houses could be replaced. This history of ‘ill 

conceived and poorly implemented’ policy provided the background for a University of Queensland survey-

based research project which still inquired optimistically of the possibilities of ‘Indigenous home ownership 

on community title land’ (Moran et al. 2002: 360). 

This research did find ‘interest’ in home ownership in the four communities that it surveyed. But it also 

distinguished between ‘strong’ interest in two communities which were closer to more densely settled 

Australia and two communities in remote areas, including Kowanyama, where interest was more ‘moderate’ 

and ‘understandings’ of home ownership were quite different (Moran et al. 2002: 360–1). Some of that 

interest in all communities related to high occupancy rates, as ‘young couples’ expressed a desire to ‘escape 

from overcrowded households’ (Moran et al. 2002: 361). Some also related to concerns that people might 

lose their community-rental houses if they were absent from the community for extended periods of time. 

Somewhat conversely, however, there were also practices in the communities which allowed for community-

rental houses to be passed on through families across generations, thereby amounting almost to informal 

home ownership (Moran et al. 2002: 361). 

The conclusion of the University of Queensland research was that a ‘small scale’ home ownership scheme 

based on a ‘closed housing market’ should be trialed in some of Queensland’s discrete Aboriginal communities 

which were closer to more densely settled areas, but that even here ‘subsidies’ would be required to improve 

affordability or else ‘the vast majority of the community will be excluded’ from home ownership (Moran et al. 
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2002: 366–7). In remote communities the research identified quite different ‘priorities’ and ‘understandings’ 

which, it suggested, would be better addressed by ‘further in-depth research, community consultation and 

innovative solutions’ (Moran et al. 2002: 367). 

Conclusion

While home ownership is clearly the dominant housing tenure for both Indigenous and other households 

in more densely settled Australia, this is not so clearly the case in remote areas. The remote area Australian 

housing tenure system needs to be understood in its own terms as relying very heavily on community-

owned and government-financed housing for Indigenous people and on employer-provided housing for 

non-Indigenous people. Both the census analysis and the other evidence discussed briefly above suggest that 

transposing a home ownership model from more densely settled Australia to remote Indigenous communities 

might not be a very realistic policy goal. If the Prime Minister’s Wadeye statement was aimed at increasing 

the housing supply in remote communities, in order to decrease occupancy rates, then this would seem a 

laudable aim which would indeed attract the support of these Indigenous people. However, given the low 

incomes and marginal employment status of Indigenous people in very remote areas, it is unlikely that they 

will have much private financial capital to contribute to the housing supply process. Policy for these areas 

is likely to be drawn back to housing tenures which rely primarily on public provision of capital—that is, 

public and community rental. These tenures can sometimes lead to home ownership through subsidised rent-

purchase schemes, but only if the incomes of tenants are high enough for long enough.

Finally it should be noted that I have not in this analysis anywhere returned to David Ross’s remarks about 

‘traditional’ Aboriginal people having different life ways and aspirations from the ‘normal western life’ of 

the ‘general Australian population’. In a sense I have not needed to pursue arguments in this more cultural 

style, as arguments in a more limited economic style alone have pointed to the lack of realism in the notion 

of transposing home ownership, as understood in more densely settled Australia, to remote Indigenous 

communities.4 Wadeye, and other communities like it, probably do need more houses, but home ownership 

and the private capital of residents is an unlikely source of much additional supply. Housing tenure patterns 

for Indigenous people in both remote and settled areas of Australia need to be understood as quite deeply 

reflective of underlying socioeconomic circumstances and, therefore, as likely to change only very slowly. 

Indigenous housing policy has probably already found the feasible ways to act. While these forms of policy 

action may be refinable, it is highly unlikely that radically new forms will be found which quickly change 

Indigenous housing tenure patterns in either remote or settled areas.
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Notes

1.	 See, for example, Blair Badcock’s ‘Home ownership and the illusion of egalitarianism’ (Badcock 2000).

2.	 The ABS first categorises people into families, and then into households, which are associated with dwellings. 
An Indigenous family is one within which either the reference person or their spouse identifies as Indigenous. 
An Indigenous household is one where any family in the household is Indigenous. Unrelated group households 
containing an Indigenous person are not included and neither are family households where only children are 
Indigenous. Hence there are some non-Indigenous people in Indigenous households and some Indigenous people 
in non-Indigenous households.

3.	 The ABS Indigenous Community Profile series of statistics, from which all the figures in this paper are taken, does 
not give weekly individual incomes for non-Indigenous people. So unlike other tables, Table 6 has no comparative 
non-Indigenous panel at the bottom.

4.	 Were I to develop arguments in a more cultural economic style, I would soon refer to the work of my colleague 
David Martin, who suggests that Aboriginal economies in remote areas operate more by rapid use and distribution 
of resources through ‘demand sharing’ and the enhancement of the social capital of those involved rather than 
by the hording of resources and individualised accumulation of physical or financial capital (Martin 1995). Neutze 
also refers to Martin’s work in his attempts to identify ‘reasons for continued poor housing’ among Indigenous 
Australians (Neutze 2000).
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