
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

For Aboriginal people across the East Kimberley home 

ownership is frequently aspired to. Indigenous home 

ownership has been a focused policy area of governments 

for decades. Home ownership and stable housing options 

have proven benefits to wellbeing, including economic 

empowerment.  

 

This evidence brief is designed to promote and guide discussion about 

Aboriginal housing and home ownership in Kununurra. It aims to build a 

common understanding about the current national targeted programs and 

reforms needed to improve opportunities for people to move into home 

ownership, and to support the development of a shared agenda.  

 
 

Key Messages: 

• Aboriginal home ownership is on the decline in Kununurra, as is building development and house 

prices 

• Aspirations for home ownership vary between individuals, as does people’s circumstances allowing 

them to enter the property market. Role models and a supportive network of people are strong 

indicators of building aspiration for home ownership 

• Programs working with potential home owners need to be individualised and extremely 

knowledgeable about financing, financial capability and options for economic empowerment 

• Support programs associated with low rate loan programs should be focused on supporting those 

individuals and families who are ready into equitable opportunities for home ownership 

• After-loan care should be provided to support people once they have their home loan established, to 

ensure sustainability of the loan and work with the home owner to improve financial resilience 

 

 

 

   Give people the 
chance to feel proud of 
our communities… 
[we don’t want a hand 
out], we just want a 
hand so we can do it 
ourselves! 
 
 
- Empowered Communities 
‘Kununurra Community 
Forum’ participant, 2018 
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Kununurra: Data Snapshot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For data sources please contact Binarri binyja yarrawoo Aboriginal Corporation 

Kununurra Quick Stats: Local Aboriginal profile 
(Census 2016) 

Aboriginal housing tenure in Kununurra (Census 2016) 

Recent housing aspirations survey results in Kununurra (NWAHF, 2018) 
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The Housing Continuum  
 
The ‘housing continuum’ is a tool which can be used to consider the range of options for people with 
consideration to their housing needs and aspirations. The contuinuum is not necessisarily a one way path, 
and people may circle in between housing options many times in their lives.  

  

Common barriers to home ownership for Aboriginal individuals 
and families [11] 

 
 
Lack of knowledge about home ownership: Buying a home is a complex and detailed 
process. Buyers who are not familiar with the home purchasing process, including where 
there has been little or no generational or familial exposure to home buying, may find it 
difficult to navigate the complexities of the process and may not aspire to, or see home 
ownership as an option [6]. If a pathway towards home ownership is taken, complicated and 
time-consuming application processes for loans can overwhelm some people. The volume 
and personal nature of the questions in application forms can be barriers to stopping people 
from completing the process in Kununurra [18].   
 
Lack of initial capital: Many Aboriginal individuals and families in the East Kimberley have 
sufficient employment and income to maintain and service a mortgage. However, saving for 
a deposit while meeting the general costs of living (including high rental costs in Kununurra 
[12]) can put strain on family budgets. Deposits for home loans may not be achievable for 
many years, if at all.  
 
Access to mainstream finance: Under the responsible lending obligations, home loan 
lenders cannot provide finance that is unsuitable for the consumer. Accessing mainstream 
finance can be difficult for some indigenous people, particularly if they have been transient 
for long periods of time, have not had a stable rental history, have irregular work or not 
enough evidence of a regular income.  
 
Shortage of affordable and aspirational housing: A shortage of housing in Kununurra 
restricts the number of affordable and available houses for purchase by many low and 
middle income indigenous and non-indigenous families [12]. Housing affordability is more 
important for lower-income households, which tend to spend a larger proportion of their 
income on ‘essentials’, such as food and fuel [11]. While median house prices are on a 
downward trend in the East Kimberley, affordable houses that are well maintained and 
aspirational for people to purchase are few and far between, in an already reduced market 
portfolio, widening the gap to home ownership.  
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Local voices: What’s needed 
 

A review of local reports and consultation notes 

(Empowered Communities [18], NWAHF [19]; RSRU, 2017 

[20], Enzyme, 2015 [9]) evidence the call by Aboriginal 

people for more appropriate and aspirational housing.  

In local consultations housing and home ownership are 

often separated- housing is focused on social housing 

issues (supply, access and maintenance), whereas home 

ownership is often raised alongside economic 

independence and land tenure. This demonstrates a 

distinction those who may be dependent on supplied 

housing and those who have economic resources to 

enable aspiration for home ownership.  
 

More broadly, there is a call for Aboriginal community 

involvement in the design and lot selection of social and 

transitional housing, to ensure individuals and families are 

well positioned to care for the homes, giving ground for 

aspirations to home ownership. Families may be inclined 

to give up on home ownership aspirations, if their current 

housing situation is unsafe or unsecure, or support 

services assisting them with tenancy issues are ineffective. 

To encourage and support Aboriginal home ownership in 

the East Kimberley the following should be considered in 

policy reform and program responses: 
 

✓ New housing and infrastructure development that 

involves Aboriginal people in design, lot selection, 

construction and maintenance of the houses 

✓ Collaboration and coordination across Government 

and in partnership with Aboriginal controlled agencies 

providing programs across the housing continuum 

(social housing through to home ownership). 

Consistency in service provision and           

aspirational service delivery methods.  
 

✓ Individualised, tailored and flexible support 

programs to respond to individual aspirations and 

motivations for home ownership- each family is 

different, with different resources and different ideas of 

home.  

✓ Adequate access to resources (such as land tenure) 

for people to build their own homes, boosting home 

ownership and self-enterprise, and a healthier housing 

market to provide choice and options 

✓ Service providers to prioritise, maintain and support 

clients long term personal goal setting for home 

ownership 

What we don’t know yet:  
Cost of Living Analysis 
 
The cost of living for people living in 
remote areas is higher than those in 
metro and urban areas [6]; the Kimberley 
region is 12.9% more expensive than 
Perth [17].  
 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the 
high cost of living in the East Kimberley 
creates barriers for people to sustain 
transitional housing and pathways to 
home ownership.  

What we don’t know yet:  
Sustaining Home Ownership  
 
There is a significant data gap relating to 
the sustainability of home ownership in the 
East Kimberley. There is however some 
evidence suggesting why individuals or 
families exit home ownership [14]:   
 

• Financial stress and people feeling as 
though they were ‘better off’ in social 
housing.  
 

• Relationship breakdown is one of the 
most significant factors associated 
with moving from home ownership to 
rental accommodation.  

 

• For older Australians, other factors 
associated with moving from home 
ownership to rental accommodation 
included to be closer to family or 
services, and disability or sickness. 

 

• Acquiring a disability is also associated 
with exiting home ownership. 
 

• Indigenous people who move 
frequently for family and cultural 
reasons may prefer to rent 
accommodation rather than buy to 
provide longer-term flexibility [18] 

 
Adequate and appropriate post-loan 
support services may have a positive 
impact on people retaining their home 
ownership status through financial 
resilience programs.  
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Quick Look: The IHOME Package 

 

The Indigenous Home Ownership Education (IHOME) package, designed by the Department of 

Social Services (DSS) and Indigenous Business Australia (IBA), aims to provide access to 

finance in conjunction with financial literacy education to improve financial capacity and 

encourage greater self-reliance, assisting people to build assets, develop savings and commence 

on the pathway to financial inclusion.  
 

IBA has been responsible for administering the program since 2005 and offers basic home loans 

for purchasing, constructing, renovating and refinancing. The main differences between the loans 

offered by IBA and mainstream finance loans are a lower deposit requirement, a longer standard 

loan term and a standard introductory interest rate of 3 per cent for first home buyers, with 

incremental increases of 0.25 per cent after 12 months [21].  
 

In 2016 the Australian National Audit Office reviewed the national IHOME package with two of the 

key recommendations for program delivery [15] being:  

• identify the current barriers to home ownership; increase lending to lower income earners; 

change the loan products to better suit lower income earners; 

• service delivery be more responsive to the needs of target customers and increase the 

efficiency and effectiveness of business practices.  

 

 

  

Emerging Evidence: Housing Co-operatives [13] 

 

A rental housing co-operative is a community of tenants who live in separate dwellings but 

voluntarily work together to manage and maintain all buildings, grounds and tenancies. Rental 

housing co-operatives offer an affordable, sustainable alternative to both public and private housing, 

with a range of documented economic and social benefits to tenants, government and the broader 

community. They form committees to oversee each of these areas, and facilitate any training or 

skills development required for their members to effectively serve on these committees. 
 

The rental income generated by the housing co-operative is used to cover all its operating costs, 

including the cost of any external services or tradespeople required. This means that the entire 

burden of property and tenancy management, maintenance and administration is borne by the 

tenants themselves, with no external management or financial support required. Seeking 

government grants may boost the co-operative to allow extension, and co-operatives can become 

financially viable when mixed income is in place, such as borrowings secured against asset growth 

and retained earnings [22].  
  

Co-operatives are not a new concept in indigenous communities and have flourished in some areas 

of WA, regional QLD, and NSW [23]. Co-operatives may be a well-suited alternative to private rental 

markets and home ownership and could be viable options for indigenous people wanting to utilise 

their current community living arrangements.  
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Literature Review: What Works 

 

Aboriginal home ownership is heavily researched in economic trends and demographic indicators of 
wellbeing. Literature suggests that there are a range of factors that improve the conditions for Aboriginal 
home ownership pathways: 

Supportive kinship networks and relationships that support individuals and families to meet their housing 
obligations. This may include a network of people supporting the home owner to manage unwanted 
visitors, controlling substance use, reducing property damage and meeting rental payments [1].         
Access to role models that have established their homes and have experience as a home owner are 
also effective to encouraging others to investigate their own home ownership options, pathways and 
aspirations [2], and building their confidence through social support. Some research suggests that 
working with families to focus on family money goal setting will assist in reducing humbug, guilt for 
saving money and promote an encouraging dynamic for the person saving for a home (collective goals 
without shared money) [3].  

 

Flexible and enabling programs that go beyond the goals of social inclusion and improving indigenous 
living standards, to include alignment with indigenous worldviews and are culturally responsive. 
Examples of enabling programs include specialised support services; encouraging positive indigenous 
social capitals; partnerships with local services for knowledge sharing, and tailored support strategies 
[1]. Tailored services are essential – people will seek financial service support and home ownership 
programs at various life stages. Programmatic responses need to demonstrate awareness of the 
importance of life transitions and the financial risks of home ownership; participants only want new and 
relevant information for their needs [4]. Programs need to be responsive to client’s situations to ensure 
that they genuinely are ‘better off’ in home ownership than social or transitional housing.  

 

Access to culturally appropriate resources and support, provided by indigenous staff and indigenous 
organisations. It is important that staff working in the financial/housing sector have a deep knowledge of 
the financial content, ensure that workers have a diverse range of skills—including an understanding of 
behavioural change concepts; financial counselling and consumer advocacy skills; and local cultural and 
historical knowledge [4] [5]—to effectively tailor the program to local needs  and negotiate the range of 
personal, cultural and social factors that may arise.  

 

Building financial capability – Financial literacy is an imperative for people looking to enter the 
housing market. Mainstream financial lenders have acknowledged that indigenous people are 
disadvantaged by their educational outcomes, which contributes to their ‘low understanding of financial 
matters and the greater likelihood of experiencing financial difficulty’ (ANZ, 2008 [6]). Beyond financial 
literacy is financial capability, which requires the person to engage with their decision making and long-
term planning in a more strategic way. Increasing financial capability involves a few key elements 
including controlled spending and making informed decisions (both on personal spending and consumer 
rights). Well promoted, accessible and long-term services where people can easily identify eligibility for 
the program and can easily engage in help-seeking over a long-term period are most effective. 
Moreover, once the home loan or goal has been achieved, ‘after-loan care’ and follow up support for 
program participants is essential to the person sustaining the loan and their new home and becoming 
financially resilient [3].  

 

The potential benefits of home ownership for indigenous people and communities on indigenous land 
include are numerous: increasing awareness of home ownership and providing a tangible aspiration for 
individuals to better control their own environment; guaranteed continued access to the family home; 
boosting mobility for families that purchase and occupy homes by enabling families to rent out their 
property; building a private rental market over time which provides greater choice of housing; and over 
time supporting economic development in these areas [6]. In Kununurra there are issues with land 
tenure and land available in the housing market- restricting opportunities for people to build their own 
homes.   
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