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About NACCHO 

NACCHO is the national peak body representing 149 Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Health Organisations (ACCHOs). We also assist a 
number of other community-controlled organisations. 

The first Aboriginal medical service was established at Redfern in 1971 as a response to the urgent need to provide 
decent, accessible health services for the largely medically uninsured Aboriginal population of Redfern. The 
mainstream was not working. So it was, that over fifty years ago, Aboriginal people took control and designed and 
delivered their own model of health care. Similar Aboriginal medical services quickly sprung up around the 
country. In 1974, a national representative body was formed to represent these Aboriginal medical services at the 
national level. This has grown into what NACCHO is today. All this predated Medibank in 1975. 

NACCHO liaises with its membership, and the eight state/territory affiliates, governments, and other organisations 
on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and wellbeing policy and planning issues and advocacy relating to 
health service delivery, health information, research, public health, health financing and health programs. 

ACCHOs range from large multi-functional services employing several medical practitioners and providing a wide 
range of services, to small services which rely on Aboriginal health practitioners and/or nurses to provide the bulk 
of primary health care services. Our 149 members provide services from about 550 clinics. Our sector provides 
over 3.1 million episodes of care per year for over 410,000 people across Australia, which includes about one 
million episodes of care in very remote regions. 

ACCHOs contribute to improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and wellbeing through the provision 
of comprehensive primary health care, and by integrating and coordinating care and services. Many provide home 
and site visits; medical, public health and health promotion services; allied health; nursing services; assistance 
with making appointments and transport; help accessing childcare or dealing with the justice system; drug and 
alcohol services; and help with income support. Our services build ongoing relationships to give continuity of care 
so that chronic conditions are managed, and preventative health care is targeted. Through local engagement and 
a proven service delivery model, our clients ‘stick’. Clearly, the cultural safety in which we provide our services is 
a key factor of our success. 

ACCHOs are also closing the employment gap. Collectively, we employ about 7,000 staff, 54% of whom are 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders – which makes us the third largest employer of Aboriginal or Torres Strait people 
in the country. 

Enquiries about this submission should be directed to: 

NACCHO 
Level 5, 2 Constitution Avenue 
Canberra City ACT 2601 
Telephone: 02 6246 9300 
Email: policy@naccho.org.au  
Website: naccho.org.au 

mailto:policy@naccho.org.au
http://www.naccho.org.au/
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Recommendations 

1 Establish an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander advisory mechanism within Housing 
Australia Future Fund (HAFF) governance. 
 

2 Embed shared decision-making consistent with Closing the Gap. 
 

3 Publish a consultation summary detailing how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander input 
shaped the fund. 
 

4 Improve transparency through regular public reporting. 
 

5 Create a dedicated HAFF stream for Aboriginal community-controlled providers. 
 

6 Simplify application processes and provide technical support. 
 

7 Embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing design principles and require 
meaningful cultural engagement in project design and delivery 
 

8 Prioritise areas of highest need. 
 

9 Establish multi-year forward funding commitments. 
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National Agreement on Closing the Gap 

Advocating for and securing the National Agreement on Closing the Gap was an historically significant act of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander self-determination. The National Agreement is evidence of a new era of 
engagement by and with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It commits Australia to a new direction and 
is a pledge from all governments to fundamentally change the way they work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities and organisations – to support self-determination and build the capacity of the community-
control sector. 

The reforms and targets outlined in the National Agreement seek to overcome the inequality experienced by 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and achieve life outcomes equal to all Australians. Governments at all 
levels have committed to the implementation of the National Agreement’s four Priority Reform Areas, which offer 
a roadmap to meaningfully impact structural drivers of poor health and social outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people:  

Priority Reform Area 1 – Formal partnerships and shared decision-making 

This Priority Reform commits to building and strengthening structures that empower Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people to share decision-making authority with governments, and to accelerate policy making that 
centres Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices. 

Priority Reform Area 2 – Building the community-controlled sector 

Recognising that community-controlled services achieve better outcomes, employ more Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people and are often preferred over mainstream services, this Priority Reform commits to building 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled sectors to deliver services to support Closing the Gap.  

Priority Reform Area 3 – Transformation of mainstream institutions 

This Priority Reform commits to systemic and structural transformation of government organisations to identify 
and eliminate racism, embed and practice cultural safety, deliver services in partnership with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, support truth telling about agencies’ history with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, and engage fully and transparently with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people when programs are 
being changed. 

Priority Reform Area 4 – Sharing data and information to support decision making 

This Priority Reform commits to shared access to regional data and information to inform local decision making 
and support achievement of the first three Priority Reforms. This Priority Reform supports principles of Indigenous 
Data Sovereignty. 

Despite some progress, the need for fundamental systemic reform remains evident. In its first review of the 
National Agreement on Closing the Gap, the Productivity Commission found that governments are not adequately 
delivering on their commitments. Despite support for the Priority Reforms and some good practice, progress has 
been slow, uncoordinated, and piecemeal.  

The Commission noted that to enable better outcomes, governments need to relinquish some control, share 
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decision making and acknowledge that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people know what is best for their 
communities. Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations, and Aboriginal Community Controlled Registered 
Training Organisations (ACCRTOs) specifically, must be treated as critical partners rather than passive funding 
recipients, and trusted to design, deliver and measure government services in ways that are culturally safe and 
meaningful for their communities.  

‘Too many government agencies are implementing versions of shared decision-
making that involve consulting with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
on a pre-determined solution, rather than collaborating on the problem and co-
designing a solution’1 

Alignment with Closing the Gap Commitments 

The design and delivery of the Housing Australia Future Fund (HAFF) must be firmly aligned with the National 
Agreement on Closing the Gap2 and its Priority Reforms. Priority Reform One commits governments to 
establishing formal partnerships and shared decision-making arrangements with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people. In the context of housing, this requires more than consultation; it requires Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people to have a meaningful role in shaping priorities, funding decisions, and delivery models that 
directly affect their communities. 

Priority Reform Two further requires governments to strengthen Aboriginal community-controlled organisations 
as preferred service providers. Aboriginal community-controlled housing organisations play a critical role in 
delivering housing that is culturally appropriate, locally responsive, and accountable to community needs. 
Alignment with this reform means ensuring that these organisations are not only eligible to access HAFF funding, 
but are actively supported through equitable funding arrangements, capacity-building measures, and governance 
structures that recognise their expertise and leadership. 

The Housing Policy Partnership3 established under the National Agreement provides an existing mechanism to 
embed these commitments within housing policy and investment decisions. To genuinely comply with Closing the 
Gap, the HAFF must be delivered through structures that enable shared ownership and accountability with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Without formalised governance roles, transparent decision-making, 
and clear reporting on outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, there is a risk that the HAFF 
will fall short of its stated commitments and perpetuate the same power imbalances that have historically limited 
progress in Aboriginal housing. 

NACCHO recommends establishing an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander advisory mechanism within 
Housing Australia Future Fund (HAFF) governance: Create a standing, resourced Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Advisory Body embedded within HAFF governance structures, with a clear mandate to influence 
strategic priorities, funding settings, and program design. This body should be Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander–led, include representation from ACCHOs and Aboriginal community-controlled housing providers, 
and have formal reporting lines to the HAFF Board.  

 

 

1 Productivity Commission, Review of the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, Study Report, Canberra, 7 Feb 2024 

https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/closing-the-gap-review/report.  

2 Australian Government (2020). National Agreement on Closing the Gap. [online] Closing the Gap. Available at: 

https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/national-agreement.  

3  Housing Policy Partnership | Treasury.gov.au. [online] Treasury.gov.au. Available at: https://treasury.gov.au/policy-

topics/housing/housing-policy-partnership.  

https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/closing-the-gap-review/report
https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/national-agreement
https://treasury.gov.au/policy-topics/housing/housing-policy-partnership
https://treasury.gov.au/policy-topics/housing/housing-policy-partnership
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Health in all policies 

A broad range of structural and social factors (social determinants) influence health outcomes for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people. Entrenched cycles of poverty, exacerbated by poor education and employment 
outcomes and increased interaction with the justice system contribute significantly to poorer health outcomes for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) notes that the links between socioeconomic disadvantages 
such as poverty, social dysfunction and exclusion, stress, racism and poor health are well established.4 This is 
true across urban, regional and remote areas. The consequent disparity in health outcomes between Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people and other Australians remains significant, 34% of the health gap between 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and non-Indigenous Australians is attributable to social determinant 
factors.5 

Consideration is therefore needed of the impact of all policy decisions on health outcomes for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people. This allows scope to identify and address those issues around social disadvantage 
which contribute to higher rates of chronic health conditions such as diabetes, as well as preventable disease. 

The World Health Organization defines Health in All Policies as “an approach to public policies across sectors that 
systematically takes into account the health implications of decisions, seeks synergies, and avoids harmful health 
impacts in order to improve population health and health equity.”6 

A Health in All Policies approach would require consideration of the impact on health outcomes for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people in all policy decisions. Such an approach aligns with the National Agreement on 
Closing the Gap. It also aligns with the ACCHO holistic model of care which considers factors that contribute to 
health and wellbeing as well as those that compound the likelihood and/or incidence of health conditions.  

‘… an approach that incorporates Health in All Policies is the only way to achieve 
the health-related goals governments are pursuing. Otherwise, health systems 
will remain locked in a never-ending struggle as they respond to the ill health that 
often arises from weaknesses in other sectors’.7 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities continue to experience the most severe housing inequities in 
Australia, including overcrowding, homelessness, poor housing conditions, and inadequate infrastructure. These 
inequities have persisted across generations and reflect longstanding structural underinvestment and policies 
that have not adequately considered the rights, cultures, and lived realities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. The HAFF represents an important opportunity to embed long-term, predictable, and culturally informed 
housing investment. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people continue to navigate housing systems that have not met their needs 
across remote, regional, and urban Australia, despite strong community resilience and connection to place. In 
many remote communities, overcrowding rates exceed 50%, with households routinely accommodating far more 
people than dwellings were designed to support8. Housing stock in many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

 

4 AIHW, 2.09 Index of disadvantage https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/measures/2-09-index-disadvantage  

5 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Determinants of health for Indigenous Australians 2022 [Available from: 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/social-determinants-and-indigenous-health.  

6 World Health Organization, What you need to know about Health in All Policies, WHO website, 2015 

7 Greer S.L., Falkenback M, Siciliani L, Mckee M, Wismar M, Figueras J. From Health in All Policies to Health for All Policies. Viewpoint, 

Vol 7, 8, E718-E720, August 2022, doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-2667(22)00155-4  

8 Aihw.gov.au. (2025). Closing the Gap targets: key findings and implications. [online] Available at: 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/indigenous-australians/closing-the-gap-targets-key-findings-implications/contents/housing [Accessed 22 

Jan. 2026] 

https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/measures/2-09-index-disadvantage
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/social-determinants-and-indigenous-health
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-2667(22)00155-4
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/indigenous-australians/closing-the-gap-targets-key-findings-implications/contents/housing
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communities is often ageing, poorly constructed, or inadequately maintained, resulting in homes that require 
substantial repairs or are unsafe and, in some cases, uninhabitable. This is reflected in national data showing that 
around 18% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander households lived in dwellings that did not meet an acceptable 
standard in 2022–23, and about 31% of households had at least one major structural problem such as cracks, 
uneven walls, or plumbing issues, with poorer conditions more common in remote areas9. Additionally, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander households are more likely to experience overcrowding and unmet housing needs than 
non-Indigenous households (with about 13% of households having unmet housing needs nationally), 
underscoring the cumulative impact of long-standing underinvestment and housing systems that have failed to 
meet even basic standards of habitability and safety10. In urban and regional areas, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people face a different but equally severe set of housing pressures. Discrimination in the private rental 
market, limited availability of affordable housing, insecure tenure, and low incomes driven by intergenerational 
disadvantage all contribute to high levels of housing stress11. Many families experience frequent moves, informal 
living arrangements, or periods of homelessness as they attempt to navigate competitive housing markets that 
systematically disadvantage Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander applicants12. 

Across all settings, inadequate housing has far-reaching consequences that extend well beyond shelter. 
Overcrowding and poor-quality housing contribute directly to poorer physical and mental health outcomes, 
reduced educational participation, and increased family stress. Housing insecurity disrupts schooling and 
employment, undermines cultural and community connections, and exacerbates contact with health, justice, and 
child protection systems13. Without sustained, culturally informed investment, these housing challenges will 
continue to reinforce cycles of inequality and prevent Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from achieving 
safe, stable, and healthy living conditions. 

Housing as a Determinant of Health 

Housing must therefore be understood as essential health infrastructure. Poor-quality and overcrowded housing 
directly contributes to a wide range of preventable health conditions, including asthma, wheeze, and recurrent 
respiratory infections linked to mould and dampness. It exacerbates chronic disease, particularly among Elders, 
increases the risk of injury from unsafe structures, and exposes residents to dangerous levels of heat stress and 
dehydration in extreme climates14. 

The health impacts extend beyond physical illness. Safe, stable and appropriately designed housing is critical to 
supporting social and emotional wellbeing, privacy, and family functioning. Where housing is overcrowded or 
lacks adequate space and soundness, research shows that residents are exposed to ongoing stress, disrupted 
sleep, and reduced control over their living environment, which can undermine the mental wellbeing of Aboriginal 
families and children. Addressing these housing conditions can play a key role in strengthening family 
relationships and reducing pressures that may otherwise contribute to conflict15. 

 

9 Aihw.gov.au. (2025). Housing circumstances of First Nations people. [online] Available at: https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-

welfare/indigenous-housing? [Accessed 22 Jan. 2026]  

10 ibid 

11 Maalsen, S., Wolifson, P., Rogers, D., Nelson, J. and Buckle, C. (2021). Understanding Discrimination Effects in Private Rental 

Housing. [online] https://doi.org/10.18408/ahuri7324501  

12 Yoorrook.org.au. (2016). Housing | Yoorrook Justice Commission. [online] Available at: https://www.yoorrook.org.au/focus-

areas/housing.  

13 Cfecfw.org.au. (2025). The impact of homelessness on children, young people and families. [online] Available at: 

https://cfecfw.org.au/the-impact-of-homelessness-on-children-young-people-and-families/.  

14 Krieger, J. and Higgins, D.L. (2002). Housing and health: time again for public health action. American Journal of Public Health, 

[online] 92(5), pp.758–68. https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.92.5.758  

15 Mindaustralia.org.au. (2022). Improving housing and mental health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people | Mind 

Australia. [online] Available at: https://www.mindaustralia.org.au/news/improving-housing-and-mental-health-outcomes-aboriginal-and-

torres-strait-islander-people.  

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/indigenous-housing
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/indigenous-housing
https://doi.org/10.18408/ahuri7324501
https://www.yoorrook.org.au/focus-areas/housing
https://www.yoorrook.org.au/focus-areas/housing
https://cfecfw.org.au/the-impact-of-homelessness-on-children-young-people-and-families/
https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.92.5.758
https://www.mindaustralia.org.au/news/improving-housing-and-mental-health-outcomes-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-people
https://www.mindaustralia.org.au/news/improving-housing-and-mental-health-outcomes-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-people
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Importantly, poor and unstable housing plays a significant role in the over-representation of Aboriginal children in 
the child protection system. The 2025 Human Rights Watch report All I Know Is I Want Them Home documents 
firsthand accounts from Aboriginal families in Western Australia whose children were removed by child protection 
authorities in part because insecure housing and homelessness were treated as risk factors warranting 
intervention, rather than signals of structural disadvantage16. 

This compounds trauma, disrupts family and cultural connections, and deepens mistrust in government systems. 
In communities such as Tennant Creek, data showing that up to 70% of summer hospital presentations are heat-
related or respiratory in nature illustrates the direct and measurable link between housing conditions and health 
outcomes17. 

NACCHO recommends Government adopts a ‘heath in all policies’ approach, recognising that health 

outcomes are influenced by a wide range of social, commercial, political, environmental and cultural 

determinants. 

Aboriginal Ways of Knowing, Being and Doing   

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, health has always been understood as holistic, grounded in deep 
interrelationships between people, Country, culture, kinship, and spirit. These ways of Knowing, Being and Doing18 
recognise that physical, emotional, social, cultural, and environmental wellbeing are inseparable. 
This understanding informs community-led approaches to health and healing that are relational, place-based, 
and rooted in collective responsibility and custodianship of Country.   

By centring these worldviews, climate-health governance becomes more than a technical or policy exercise, it 
becomes a practice of relational accountability that respects and uplifts longstanding systems of care. It provides 
a foundation for embedding health in all areas of decision-making, including housing, land and water 
management, disaster planning, infrastructure, and emergency response. Elevating these knowledge systems is 
essential to building sustainable, adaptive, and culturally grounded responses to the climate crisis.   

Frameworks like One Health19 are only now beginning to formalise this deep interconnectedness between human 
health, environmental health, and the wellbeing of animals and ecosystems. One Health calls for integrated, 
cross-sectoral governance that acknowledges shared risks and fosters collaborative solutions. Framing Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander knowledge as foundational to One Health ensures that responses to climate change are 
ethical, effective, and grounded in Country.   

 

16 Hennessy, A. (2025). ‘All I Know Is I Want Them Home’. [online] Human Rights Watch. Available at: 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2025/03/26/all-i-know-i-want-them-home/disproportionate-removal-aboriginal-children-families.  

17 ANU National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health. (2024). Living in a hot box. [online] Available at: 

https://nceph.anu.edu.au/news-events/news/living-hot-box [Accessed 22 Jan. 2026]. 

18 Sinclair, K. (2019). Disrupting normalised discourses: Ways of knowing, being and doing cultural competence. The Australian Journal 

of Indigenous Education, 50(1), pp.1–9. https://doi.org/10.1017/jie.2018.23.  

19  

Australian Centre for Disease Control. (2025). One Health. [online] Available at: https://www.cdc.gov.au/topics/one-health.  

https://www.hrw.org/report/2025/03/26/all-i-know-i-want-them-home/disproportionate-removal-aboriginal-children-families
https://nceph.anu.edu.au/news-events/news/living-hot-box
https://doi.org/10.1017/jie.2018.23
https://www.cdc.gov.au/topics/one-health
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The Current Housing Crisis for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

People 

This housing crisis is not the result of isolated failures or individual circumstances, but of decades of structural 
underinvestment, policy decisions made without Aboriginal leadership, and housing systems that have 
consistently failed to meet basic standards of habitability, safety, and cultural appropriateness. Across 
generations, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families have been denied access to safe, stable, and adequate 
housing, with profound and enduring consequences. 

The impacts of this crisis extend far beyond housing itself. Inadequate housing drives poor physical and mental 
health outcomes, deepens social and economic inequality, and places significant strain on families and 
communities. It disrupts education and employment pathways, contributes to family stress and instability, and 
increases exposure to climate-related risks. As climate change accelerates and housing systems remain unfit for 
purpose, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are facing compounding and increasingly dangerous 
vulnerabilities. 

Extremely High Rates of Overcrowding and Homelessness 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities experience some of the highest rates of overcrowding and 
homelessness in Australia20. In the Northern Territory, where the housing crisis is particularly acute, less than half 
of Aboriginal households live in appropriately sized dwellings, and the rate of homelessness is approximately 
twelve times the national average21. Similar pressures exist in many remote, regional, and urban locations, where 
housing supply has failed to keep pace with population growth and community need. 

Families are frequently forced into multi-generational or multi-family living arrangements simply because there 
are not enough houses available. These arrangements are often mischaracterised as cultural preference, when in 
reality they are a direct response to severe housing shortages and limited alternatives. Overcrowding places 
enormous strain on households and creates environments in which infectious diseases spread rapidly. Conditions 
such as skin infections, respiratory illness, and rheumatic heart disease thrive in overcrowded homes with limited 
sanitation, poor ventilation, and inadequate infrastructure22. While the specific impacts vary by location and 
climate, the underlying driver remains the same: a chronic lack of adequate housing.  

Inadequate and overcrowded housing in remote communities, particularly in extreme heat environments, remains 
a key driver of preventable conditions such as Acute Rheumatic Fever and Rheumatic Heart Disease (RHD); as at 
late 2024, around 1 in 17 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the Northern Territory (approximately 5.9%) 
were living with RHD, representing the highest prevalence nationally23. 

Uninhabitable and Poor-Quality Housing 

Many Aboriginal households live in homes that would be considered uninhabitable by basic Australian standards. 
Common issues include: 

 

20 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2023). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples experiencing homelessness | Australian Bureau of 

Statistics. [online] www.abs.gov.au. Available at: https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples-

experiencing-homelessness.  

21 Aboriginal Housing NT. (n.d.). Our Vision – Aboriginal Housing in Aboriginal Hands. [online] Available at: https://ahnt.org.au/what-we-

want/.  

22 Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet (2024). Housing and community - Environmental Health. [online] Australian Indigenous 

HealthInfoNet. Available at: https://healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/learn/determinants-of-health/environmental-health/housing-and-community/.  

23 AIHW Indigenous HPF. (2023). Acute rheumatic fever and rheumatic heart disease. [online] Available at: 

https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/reports/summary-reports/summary-report/4-tier-1-%E2%80%93-health-status-and-outcomes/acute-

rheumatic-fever-and-rheumatic-heart-disease.  

https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples-experiencing-homelessness
https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples-experiencing-homelessness
https://ahnt.org.au/what-we-want/
https://ahnt.org.au/what-we-want/
https://healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/learn/determinants-of-health/environmental-health/housing-and-community/
https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/reports/summary-reports/summary-report/4-tier-1-%E2%80%93-health-status-and-outcomes/acute-rheumatic-fever-and-rheumatic-heart-disease
https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/reports/summary-reports/summary-report/4-tier-1-%E2%80%93-health-status-and-outcomes/acute-rheumatic-fever-and-rheumatic-heart-disease
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• persistent mould 

• insufficient insulation 

• leaking roofs and plumbing 

• inadequate ventilation 

• pest infestations 

• cracked or dangerous flooring 

• electrical faults 

• poor water supply 

These failures are not incidental, they are often the result of longstanding maintenance backlogs, lack of local 
tradespeople, underfunded public housing systems, and the absence of culturally informed construction and 
repair practices. As noted in NACCHOs position paper on Housing in a Changing Climate, soon to be published, 
small maintenance failures quickly escalate into major health and safety hazards when repairs take months or 
years to complete24. 

In some communities, contractors fly in only when multiple jobs accumulate, leading to unacceptable delays. 
These delays turn routine repairs into health emergencies. For many families, the burden of navigating complex 
and inconsistent repair pathways falls disproportionately on women and Elders. 

Impacts of Climate Change  

Climate change is intensifying the housing crisis for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Heatwaves 
are becoming longer, more frequent, and more severe, with sustained temperatures exceeding 45 degrees Celsius 
in many regions. Yet many homes have been built without insulation, shading, or passive cooling, effectively 
turning them into heat traps. In some cases, indoor temperatures have been recorded at up to 15 degrees hotter 
than the outside environment, placing residents at serious risk. 

Extreme weather events, including flooding, intense storms, and cyclonic winds, are further damaging housing 
stock that is already in poor condition. Changing weather patterns are worsening mould, moisture, and structural 
deterioration, accelerating the decline of already fragile housing systems. Energy poverty compounds these risks, 
with many families unable to afford to run air conditioning or reliant on outdated and inefficient units that 
frequently break down. Families are forced to make impossible choices between cooling their homes and buying 
food, while others ration heat relief to only a few hours a day. These are life-and-death decisions that no Australian 
should face, and they will become more common if housing is not redesigned for a warming climate. 

Impact on Cultural Norms 

The housing crisis also causes significant cultural harm. Housing that is designed and delivered without cultural 
knowledge disrupts kinship systems, community obligations, privacy requirements, and the use of indoor and 
outdoor spaces. Overcrowding and inappropriate design strain relationships, increase stress, and force families 
into living arrangements that conflict with cultural norms and responsibilities. 

When housing is controlled by external agencies with distant decision-making structures, communities lose 
autonomy over how, where, and with whom they live. The erosion of Aboriginal community-controlled housing 
systems has had long-term negative impacts, weakening accountability and reducing the ability of communities 
to shape housing in line with their values and needs. Aboriginal community-controlled housing organisations are 

 

24 Melbourne, L.P.H.T.A., Emma Stanford and Mitchell D. Anjou, University of (2021). To improve Indigenous health, we must improve 

Indigenous housing. [online] Pursuit. Available at: https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/to-improve-indigenous-health-we-must-improve-

indigenous-housing.  

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/to-improve-indigenous-health-we-must-improve-indigenous-housing
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/to-improve-indigenous-health-we-must-improve-indigenous-housing


 

Design and Delivery of the Housing Australia Future Fund  11 

uniquely positioned to deliver culturally appropriate, locally responsive housing grounded in community priorities, 
yet they continue to face chronic underfunding and policy barriers that limit their capacity to respond at scale. 

 

NACCHO recommends creating a dedicated HAFF stream for Aboriginal community-controlled providers: 
Establish a quarantined funding stream within HAFF specifically for Aboriginal community-controlled 
housing and infrastructure providers. This stream should be designed around the operating realities of 
community-controlled organisations, recognise their role in delivering culturally safe housing, and protect 
allocations from being absorbed into broader competitive funding pools 

 

NACCHO recommends improving transparency through regular public reporting: Introduce routine public 
reporting on HAFF outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing, including funding allocations, 
project status, geographic distribution, and outcomes achieved. Reporting should be disaggregated, 
culturally appropriate, and released on a regular schedule to enable public scrutiny and continuous 
improvement.  

 

NACCHO recommends publishing a consultation summary detailing how input from Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander stakeholders has shaped the fund: Develop and publish a transparent consultation outcomes 
report following engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander stakeholders. The report should clearly 
outline what was heard, what changed as a result, what was not adopted, and why. This should be updated 
at key milestones to demonstrate ongoing responsiveness and build trust. 

Importance of the HAFF for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Housing 

The HAFF presents a critical opportunity to reshape the way housing for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people is planned, funded, and delivered. By establishing a long-term investment vehicle, the HAFF has the 
potential to move housing policy away from short-term, fragmented funding cycles that contribute to poor housing 
outcomes. A sustained funding pipeline that is not tied to annual budget cycles provides greater certainty for 
communities, housing providers, and service systems, making it easier to plan for the long term and deliver 
housing consistently. 

The flexibility of the HAFF’s funding design is particularly significant for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
housing. The ability to fund new housing construction, major renovations, and the conversion or acquisition of 
existing buildings recognises that housing need is not uniform across the country. For example, remote 
communities often require substantial new builds and critical repairs to address extreme overcrowding and poor-
quality housing and major renovations and repairs to existing stock, while urban and regional communities may 
benefit more from acquisitions or refurbishments that respond quickly to demand in tight housing markets25. This 
flexibility creates the potential for place-based solutions that reflect local conditions, cultural requirements, and 
climatic realities. 

If implemented in a way that prioritises Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leadership and access, the HAFF could 
underpin a long-term pipeline of culturally appropriate, climate-resilient housing. It provides an opportunity to 

 

25 michael.pigott (2021). Remote Housing in the Northern Territory. [online] www.anao.gov.au. Available at: 

https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/remote-housing-the-northern-territory.  

https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/remote-housing-the-northern-territory
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support community-controlled housing providers to plan, build, and maintain housing at scale. Realising this 
potential will depend on ensuring that the HAFF is designed to deliver equitable outcomes for communities 
experiencing the most acute and enduring housing need. 

Evidence-Based Solutions 

There is no shortage of evidence about what works in Aboriginal housing. Climate-resilient housing initiatives, 
including projects such as Wilya Janta, show how passive cooling, durable materials, and culturally informed 
design can protect health while reducing energy costs and long-term maintenance needs. Programs like 
Healthabitat’s Housing for Health model have demonstrated significant improvements in health outcomes 
through practical, targeted repairs that address critical household infrastructure.  

Case Study: Wilya Janta | Designing for Country, Health, and Culture  

The Wilya Janta26 project in Tennant Creek, led by Dr Simon Quilty in partnership with Anyinginyi Health 
Aboriginal Corporation, offers a model of what climate-resilient housing looks like in practice. These homes 
are designed around thermal performance, staying cool through passive design so that air-conditioning 
becomes a backup rather than a necessity.  

Crucially, the project began with listening — consulting Elders, families, and community leaders about their 
needs and priorities. Local workers were employed and trained in construction and maintenance, building 
skills and economic opportunities alongside the houses themselves. The result is housing that is cooler, 
healthier, culturally appropriate, and owned by the community in both design and spirit. As Dr Quilty puts it, 
“Housing is health care — it’s as simple as that.  

NACCHO recommends embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing design principles and 
require meaningful cultural engagement in project design and delivery: Require HAFF-funded projects 
involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to incorporate Aboriginal-led housing design 
principles, including cultural safety, climate responsiveness, connection to Country, and extended family 
living needs. Design guidelines should be developed with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander experts and 
applied consistently across projects. 

Case Study: Healthabitat’s Housing for Health Model  

For more than 30 years, Healthabitat27 has been demonstrating that improving housing infrastructure directly 
improves health outcomes. Its “Housing for Health” model systematically checks and repairs critical health 
hardware — from safe water and waste systems to ventilation and temperature control. Across over 9,000 
houses, this approach has repaired more than 250,000 items, dramatically reducing the risk of infectious 
diseases and respiratory illness.  

Yet despite its success, most projects stop short of the final stages — climate adaptation and long-term 
maintenance — due to limited funding. This is a missed opportunity. Without these final steps, homes 
inevitably slide back into disrepair, and the health gains are lost. Fully funding this model to completion would 
mean embedding climate resilience into every repair program, ensuring that houses stay safe not just today, 
but for decades.  

Community-led maintenance models, such as Healthy Homes Officers, have also proven effective in improving 
repair outcomes, increasing accountability, and building local skills and employment pathways. Despite decades 
of evidence, these approaches remain inconsistently funded, short-term, or limited to pilot programs. This pattern 

 

26 Wilya Janta. (n.d.). Wilya Janta (Standing Strong) Housing Collaboration. Culturally safe and climate-appropriate housing in remote 

Aboriginal communities. [online] Available at: https://www.wilyajanta.org/.  

27 Healthabitat. (n.d.). Healthabitat» Environmental Health & Design. [online] Available at: https://www.healthabitat.com/.  

https://www.wilyajanta.org/
https://www.healthabitat.com/
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of underinvestment and fragmentation is a core feature of the systemic failure in Aboriginal housing and is 
precisely the type of issue the HAFF must help to address. 

NACCHO recommends simplifying application processes and provide technical support: Redesign 
application and compliance processes to reduce administrative burden, including simplified forms, 
proportionate reporting requirements, and staged approvals. This should be accompanied by funded 
technical assistance, grant-writing support, and capacity-building resources to ensure Aboriginal 
community-controlled organisations can access HAFF on an equitable basis. 

A Crisis that Demands Systemic, Long-Term Action 

The housing crisis experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is the result of cumulative, 
intergenerational neglect. It cannot be resolved through short-term grants, competitive funding rounds, or 
piecemeal initiatives. What is required is a sustained, culturally grounded, and well-governed national approach 
that treats housing as essential social, health, and climate infrastructure and places community leadership at its 
centre. 

The Housing Australia Future Fund represents a significant opportunity to contribute to this shift. However, its 
design and delivery must be strengthened to ensure that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, who 
experience the most acute housing need, are prioritised and supported to lead solutions. Without deliberate 
structural change, there is a real risk that the HAFF will replicate the same inequities that have shaped the housing 
crisis for decades, rather than helping to resolve them. 

NACCHO recommends establishing multi-year forward funding commitments for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander housing: Provide multi-year funding certainty for Aboriginal community-controlled housing 
providers through forward funding commitments aligned with long-term housing and community 
development plans. Predictable funding will support workforce stability, pipeline development, and better 
long-term outcomes for communities. 

 

NACCHO recommends the HAFF prioritise areas of highest need: Adopt needs-based prioritisation criteria 
that explicitly account for overcrowding, homelessness, housing condition, remoteness, climate risk, and 
population growth in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. These criteria should guide funding 
decisions and be reviewed regularly to ensure they remain responsive to emerging pressures. 

 


