in Darwin:
eir Results

Housini
Policies and t

D.C. Corbett

North Australia Research Uni
Australian National Un

.

iversi

Monograph
Darwin 1985







Housing in Darwin:
Policies and their Results

D.C. Corbett

North Australia Research Unit
Australian National University
Monograph
Darwin 1986



First published in Australia 1986
Printed in Australia by the Australian National University

© Australian National University North Australia Research Unit

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the
purpose of private study, research, criticism or review, as
permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced
by any process without written permission. Inquiries should
be directed to the publisher, North Australian Research Unit,
Casuarina NT 5792, Australia

National Library of Australia
. Cataloguing-in-publication entry

Corbett, D.C, (David Charles), 1925- .
Housing in Darwin.

Bibliography.
ISBN O 86784 799 9.

1. Housing - Northern Territory - Darwin. 2. Housing
~policy - Northern Territory - Darwin. I. Australian
National University. North Australia Research Unit. II.
Title. (Series: Monograph (Australian National
University. North Australia Research Unit)),

363.5'1'0994295




Acknowledgements

CONTENTS

o
Abbreviations
1. The policies and their background
2. Rental policy
3. Sales policy and mortgage interest rates
4. Single people, aged and other special categories
5. Land use issues
6. Coordination and leadership
Inter-agency coordination
Territory/local government relations
Territory/Commonwealth relations
7. Winners and losers

References

iii

iv

vi

13

19

25

35
37
43
47

50

53






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thanks are due to thirty people in the Northern
Territory, government officials, employees and senior execu-
tives of public enterprises, and independent consultants,
social workers, town planners and architects, who gave their
time for interviews. I have not listed them or attributed
information directly because in the course of writing this
study their contributions have been interwoven with my own
comments so freely that they might well be embarrassed by
the context in which their names appeared. Nevertheless,
they will recognise in these pages the debts I owe them.
There are undoubtedly others whom it would have been useful
to meet but interviewing had to be concluded in the time
available for the project late in 1984. Such are the
frustrations of an otherwise most satisfying research
project.

The study is written with a particular group of readers
in mind: the participants in the process of making housing
policy for Darwin. Though they are also the sources of most
of the information on which the study is based, few if any
of them will have listened to the same range of informants
as were available to me; and perhaps also these informants
were more communicative with an outsider than they can
afford to be with one another. The policy-making community
in Darwin is a remarkably open and accessible group, but
inhibitions and distortions based on functional
responsibilities and departmental loyalties are bound to be
present even in such a small and relaxed community. If an
outsider, an academic, can serve as a facilitator of com-
munication (accurate communication, it is to be hoped) thus
helping participants towards greater understanding of each
other's roles, then the project will have been worthwhile.

It was certainly satisfying, thanks in no small part to
Peter Loveday, Field Director of the North Australia
Research Unit (NARU) of the Australian National University,
and to the other members of the NARU staff. 0f these,
although all were helpful and supportive, I must make
special mention of Deborah Wade-Marshall and Colleen Pyne
who took a particular interest in the project and gave me
valuable help and advice.



Funds were provided by the North Australia Research
Unit for my fares and living expenses. I am grateful also
for typing and other secretarial assistance to the clerical
and secretarial members of the Unit.

Responsibility for all comments and opinions expressed
is my own, and I am to blame for errors, though several of
my informants have done their best and have saved me from
blunders in earlier drafts. Thanks again to all who helped.

D C Corbett
PO Box 39
February. 1986 Pt Noarlunga 5167

vi



CBD
DRC
NARU

. NT
NTEC
NTHC
NTPA
NTHPAS
NTPS
PDA

VG

ABBRE

VIATIONS

Central Business District

Darwin Reconstruct
North Australia Re
Northern Territory
Northern Territory
Northern Territory
Northern Territory
Northern Territory

Northern Territory

ion Commission

search Unit

Electricity Commission
Housing Commission
Planning Authority

Home Purchase Assistance Scheme

Public Service

Palmerston Development Authority

Valuer General

vii






Chapter One
POLICIES AND THEIR BACKGROUND

Darwin has a pleasant tropical climate. In the autumn,
winter and spring it is dry, in the summer it is wet. The
temperature in the shade in the middle of the day rarely
goes above 33°C, and on most nights it falls by at least 10

degrees. There are sea breezes. About all you need to be
comfortably housed in Darwin is a roof over your head, some
privacy, electricity and plumbing. Unfortunately, because

of the way the city has been planned and built, you also
need a car and a considerable income to pay the rent or the
mortgage payments for the sorts of housing which the market
and the government provide. Houses, blocks of land and the
layout of suburbs are remarkably similar to what one sees in
the outer, newer, less affluent suburbs of the southern
cities. The population has grown steadily and faster than
in any of the other capital cities since Cyclone Tracy in
1974. The demand for housing, to buy or to rent, has been
unabated, at least until very recently, which suggests that
there are plenty of people sufficiently satisfied with the
housing available in Darwin to be willing to pay prices
which were estimated in 1984 to be about 20 to 30 per cent
above the going rates for comparable accommodation in, say,
Adelaide or Brisbane.

Both political parties endorse the main outlines of the
Territory's housing and 1land development policies for
Darwin, the essence of which is to encourage families to buy
their homes. The Housing Commission builds houses in Darwin
to rent in the first instance but to sell to the occupants
as soon as they can afford to buy, and terms are lenient.
The Lands Department sees to it that fully-developed resi-
dential land, in blocks of 800 sq. metres or larger, becomes
available in Darwin or its satellite, Palmerston, at a pace
carefully regulated to keep prices down to about $17,500
(mid-1984) or the equivalent, as time and inflation dictate.
For Darwin these are the essential housing policies of the
Northern Territory government, and about them there |is
little controversy. :

However, the eligibility rules and the timing of
changes in mortgage finance terms and conditions, have cer-
tainly caused controversy, even to the point of militant
industrial action by government employees, the largest cate-
gory in the Darwin work force. When, how and why the rele-
vant decisions were made is the main subject of this study,
though it 1is also concerned with the physical and social
effects, the visible and the not-so-visible consequences of
the main policies and the decisions made in the course of



administering them over a ten year period since the cyclone.

Before Tracy there were an estimated 12,456 dwellings
in Darwin, of which two-thirds (8,384) were houses and the
rest. were ‘other' dwellings (flats, caravans,
etc.) (Australian Housing Research Council, 1983). Only 540
houses survived the cyclone with less than 10 per cent
damage, while approximately 4,900 houses suffered 60 per
cent or more damage. Of an estimated total of 2,325 self-
contained flats, 40 per cent were rendered uninhabitable.
Probably 70 per cent of the estimated 1,700 caravans were
destroyed.

The remarkable thing is the speed of reconstruction and
the degree of satisfaction expressed by residents. The
Housing Commission, which owned only about 14 per cent of
Darwin's houses in 1974, completed its restoration program
by May 1979. In addition to repairing those of its dwell-
ings which could be repaired, the Housing Commission built
790 new houses and flats between Tracy (24 December 1974)
and the end of June 1978. By far the larger public enter-
prise was the Darwin Reconstruction Commission which built
or rebuilt housing for government employees and the armed
forces, as well as assisting other categories. It finished
its program two years ahead of schedule in December 1978,
having built 360 armed forces dwellings and 1,812 new houses
and 141 new flats as well as rebuilding 425 houses and 128
flats for government employees.

It was the private sector, however, which did the
lion's share. Initially there were to be very strict con-
trols on what could be built and where, but by May 1975 the
Reconstruction Commission, under pressure from residents and
from property owners who had been evacuated but wanted to
return as soon as possible, cleared the way by relaxing the
original stringent town planning and building code require-
ments. Private building of new houses and flats, and re-
building of existing ones went ahead rapidly. Before Tracy,
5,100 to 5,200 of Darwin's houses, most of the flats and
practically all  of the caravans were privately owned, or
about 62 per cent of the total stock of dwellings.
Estimates of new private construction and restoration after
Tracy are very rough, but approximately 2,000 private houses
and/or flats had been restored by the end of June 1978, and
approximately 2,000 new private houses/flats had been built.
The proportion of houses to flats is estimated to have been
85 per cent houses, 15 per cent flats.

_ By June 1978, three and a half years after Tracy,
Darwin's population was back to its pre-cyclone level, esti-
mated at 48,000. The evacuation immediately after the
.cyclone had reduced it to 11,000. What is more, a degree of
satisfaction was reported by the people who had been there



before -the cyclone and had settled themselves there again.
Responses to a survey questionnaire in 1981 showed that
'...for people still living in Darwin, accommodation was
perceived as being marginally improved, whilst the reverse
was the situation for people who had left Darwin'
(Australian Housing Research Council 1983, para 4:8.)
Though the population had risen again to its former numbers
by mid 1978, the housing stock was barely as large as it had
been before Tracy. Even a year later, in mid-1979, the
Australian Housing Research Council's study estimates that
there were 11,000 rebuilt, reconstructed or undamaged houses
and flats in Darwin, whereas there had been an estimated
12,642 dwellings (including 1,700 caravans) occupied at the
time of the cyclone. There was a housing shortage, and as
the population continued to grow this shortage persisted
into the 1980s.

1 July 1978 brought self-government to the Northern
Territory. Housing was high on the list of public demands.
The Memorandum of Understanding in respect of Financial
Arrangements between the Commonwealth and a self-governing
Northern Territory, sent by Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser to
Paul Everingham (Majority Leader in the Northern Territory
Legislative Assembly) and dated 28 June 1978, provided that
'The Northern Territory will be eligible for specific
revenue grants in respect of all relevant programs for which
the Commonwealth now provides section 96 specific purpose
revenue grants to the States, wunder terms and conditions
similar to those that apply to such grants to the States...'
and the same principles were to be applied also to capital
assistance in the areas of housing, dwellings for pension-
ers, roads, urban public transport, water resource assess-

ment and natural disaster relief. However, the special
needs of the Territory were also to be taken into
consideration in settling the financial formulae. 'Staff

housing', meaning housing owned by the Commonwealth and
rented to those Commonwealth government employees who were
to become Northern Territory government employees would be
transferred to the Territory, at a price of $19,000 per
dwelling repayable to the Commonwealth over 53 years from
the date of transfer at an interest rate of 5 per cent per
annum, an obviously favourable rate from the Territory's
point of view, and one which would enable it to continue
renting accommodation to its employees, transferred from the
Commonwealth's employment, at the sort of concessional rents
they had been used to. The assets of the Northern Territory
Housing Commission were transferred to the NT government,
which assumed responsibility also for its liabilities, 1i.e.
loans and debt repayment. Finally, the Memorandum of
Understanding recorded that 'The Commonwealth agrees to
negotiate a Housing Agreement with the Northern Territory
along the same lines as the Commonwealth/State Housing
Agreement. In other words, the Commonwealth proposes that



the ‘terms, conditions and arrangements in resect of the
funding of welfare housing in the Territory would be
analogous to those for the States'.

It is to be remembered that in 1976 the Fraser govern-
ment had drawn up with the states ®a Commonwealth-State
Housing Agreement which directed State Housing Commissions
to charge their tenants 'market rents' instead of cost-based
rents. The difference, and the implications of the change
were controversial, and when the Hawke Labor Government came
to power in 1983 the policy was reversed and the cost-based
rent principle was restored. The 1983 change was seen as
enabling states to offer rental housing cheaply to other
tenants besides those who, through low income, qualify for
state-paid rental rebates, 1in other words to go into com-
petition with private-sector providers of rental accommo-

dation and force down their rents if necessary. In effect,
however, it is doubtful whether the differences were as
dramatic as this implies. Housing Commissions had already

been moved toward market rents for those tenants not receiv-
ing rebates. The private sector middle-income rental market
in many areas of Australia became somewhat over supplied
after 1976 with the result that market rentals were general-
ly increasing less rapidly than the Consumer Price Index, or
hardly increasing at all in some areas, so there was a
convergence of the two types of rent calculation. The long-
term implications of the change back to cost-rental under
the Hawke government remain to be seen and will depend on
inflationary trends. A long period of price stability would
neutralize the effect. An inflationary period would give
public tenants the benefit of lower housing construction
costs when their dwellings were first built.

The 1976 Fraser amendments to the Commonwealth-~State
Housing Agreement were part of a generally conservative
emphasis on policies favouring home ownership as against
tenancy. These preferences were shared by the Everingham
government in the Northern Territory. It is also true to
say that the Labor Party in the Northern Territory, just
like the leaders of the Federal Labor Party, consistently
express themselves as strongly supporting the principle of
home ownership, so that it is difficult to distinguish, at
the 1level of political beliefs and rhetoric, between the
parties on this central issue of housing policy. However,
the performance of state governments do differ, and discern-
ible party differences in housing policy do appear when
comparing Labor and non-Labor state regimes. As there has
been, as yet, no Labor government of the Northern Territory,
it 1is difficult to anticipate, on the basis of what its
leaders say, whether a distinctively pro-rental policy is
likely to emerge. under such a government, or whether the
pro-ownership emphasis will continue. :



Since self-government, the Territory government has
made significant housing policy decisions, particularly on
land development, mortgage interest rates, home purchase
conditions, and tenancy conditions for government employees.
The details of these decisions and their effects will be
discussed in later chapters. Briefly, and without expla-
nation at this point, the most important policy decisions
affecting housing in Darwin appear to have been

: The Northern Territory Home Purchase Assistance
Scheme, which came into effect on 1 October 1979.

: The decision to build Palmerston, probably taken
within the government in 1979, though the
Palmerston Development Authority was not estab-
lished until 1982.

The purchase of Commonwealth hostels in Darwin in
1980,

: The Transfer to Purchase Scheme, which came into
effect in 1981.

The abolition of separate waiting lists for
government employees and members of the general
public in 1981,

The proposed needs-based allocation formula for
Commonwealth housing funds, Housing Ministers'
Conference, 1984.

Mortgage portability announced in 1984.

The increase 1in government employees' mortgage
interest rates gradually to reach the higher rates
at which loan funds are available to the general
public under the Home Purchase Assistance Scheme.
To apply to government employees applying after
1984. Announced 14 August 1984.

Restriction of single government employees' access
to public rental housing. Announced 14 August
1984.

The tenancy transfer policy announcement, August
1984.

In addition to the housing schemes promoted by the NT
government, there are numerous other housing schemes oper-
ating in Darwin such as those of the Commonwealth government
for the defence forces and for civilian public servants in
various Commonwealth departments. As well, there are
schemes run for their own employees by banks, insurance



companies and some commercial and industrial enterprises.
There 1is also a significant scheme of special housing for
Aboriginal people in urban and urban fringe reserves such as
Bagot Reserve which is more or less in the middle of Darwin,
on the seaward side of the airport. Aboriginal households
are also, of course, among those who qualify for housing
under the Northern Territory Housing Commission's various
housing (tenancy and ownership) schemes. Although a full
account of housing policy in Darwin would necessarily deal
with all the schemes referred to here, the present study has
been confined to the NT government's principal schemes and
especially those administered by NTHC. Police housing has
also been omitted from this account: 1its terms and con-
ditions are distinct from those which apply to other public
employees. There are separate schemes for Australia Post
and Telecom personnel and formerly for railway employees,
but these have also been left out. A further study to
explore some of the differences among the various schemes
and the apparent anomalies these differences produce would
be worthwhile but has been beyond the scope of this study.



Chapter Two
RENTAL POLICY

One of the obvious and enduring reasons for the exist-
ence of a body such as the Northern Territory Housing
Commission (NTHC) is to provide rental accommodation to
households at the low end of the income scale. Paradoxi-
cally, NTHC is also called upon to provide rental accommo-
dation as well to new arrivals in Darwin who are high up in
the -income scale, who come to take up government appoint-
ments or executive positions in government-fostered enter-
prises. The Commission serves such a variety of purposes,
not all of them easily reconciled, that it must have some
difficulty in knowing, from time to time, where its most
urgent duty lies. At times, for example, NTHC has been
urged by government to give priority to its effort to sell
its houses to those of its tenants able to buy; but hot on
the heels of that directive has come a somewhat countervail-
ing directive to encourage the private sector home building
industry. The Commission has been criticised sometimes for
not building houses of high enough quality and workmanship;
at other times for providing houses that are too good, with
chrome-plated brass taps when plastic would do.

Such is the fate of public housing authorities in most
parts of the world: but the one function no one wants to
take away from them is that of providing so-called welfare
rental housing. It is often a relief and a morale-booster
to staff in such authorities when their role is extended and
diversified well beyond that minimum level.

Unfortunately, however, an emphasis on selling homes
reduces the rental stock at the Housing Commission's dis-
posal, and raises the possibility that waiting times for
households in desperate need of accommodation will become
unacceptably long. It 1is to the <credit of NTHC, the
Territory governmment, and the Commonwealth which supplies
the funds, that the NTHC had shorter waiting periods in 1984
than Housing Commissions in the southern states.

There 1is also an awareness within the NTHC that too
short a waiting period will expose the Territory to the
possibility that people in need of welfare accommodation
will migrate to the Territory specifically for that reason:
it is suspected, within the staff of NTHC, that this has in
fact happened from time to time. Though it could have its
own very positive side-effects, this result is generally
viewed as a bad thing. Besides, the Commonwealth, which can
regulate the money tap, would be unlikely to allow a very
much wider discrepancy between waiting times for public



housing in the Territory and in the states: the states
would quickly put political pressure on the Commonwealth if
what they see as favoured treatment to the Territory becomes
a provocation to them. A twelve-month waiting period in the
Territory 1is about the best the NTHC can aspire to and has
sometimes achieved. The waiting period in southern states is
often considerably higher, though a precise comparative
figure 1is difficult to determine. In New South Wales,
Victoria and South Australia, waiting times as long as forty
months have often occurred, though urgent cases can be
handled more swiftly. The shorter waiting period in the
Northern Territory 1is a remarkable achievement when one
remembers that ten years ago the cyclone wiped out most of
Darwin's housing stock.

Ten years ago the housing problem in Darwin was one of
shortages. Demand exceeded supply, so that private landlords
could charge very high rents. Government employees who got
housing from the Housing Commission got it at a subsidised
low rent. If there was no Housing Commission home for them
on arrival they could go out to the private rental market,
and the government would pay whatever difference there was
between the 1low rent they would have had to pay in a
Commission house, and the higher rent charged by the private
landlord. This made government tenants highly desirable
tenants, because landlords could charge almost whatever they
liked. This also pushed up the rents charged to those
tenants on the open market who had to fend for themselves
without rental assistance.

The Commonwealth-Territory Housing Agreements, revised
at three-year intervals, although not made public, are in
terms substantially similar to those between the
Commonwealth and the states. The 1976 revision put pressure
on the State Housing Commissions to charge market rents. As
NTHC moved in this direction it reduced the gap-filling
subsidy paid to government employees waiting for Commission
homes, and somewhat reduced the disadvantage faced by non-
government employees renting in the private market.

On the other hand, the policy also put extra pressure
on NTHC to provide rental rebates to those who qualify for
them because of the low household income.

Until recently, government employees seeking rental
accommodation in the Territory were in a privileged
position. While the Commonwealth administered the
Territory, wuntil 1978, there was a separate government
employees' housing scheme, or 'staff housing' scheme as it
was commonly called. Houses of a superior quality were
built on piers or columns, one storey above the ground.
There are dgreat advantages in this form of construction,
given the Darwin climate. The houses catch the breeze, the



space beneath the house is cool and dry and available as a
children's play area, entertainment area or activity centre
as well as a place to park a car and store household -odds
and ends. More important is the fact that houses built flat
on the ground act as heat banks, whereas an elevated house
cools down rapidly in - -the evening. Elevated houses cost
more to build, but how much of this extra cost is due to the
problems of construction and how much is due to the room
size and refinements allowed to staff tenants and included
in the specifications of Darwin's staff houses, is a moot
point. Be that as it may, government employees were, and
were seen to be, privileged tenants of houses (and flats)
built at public expense. Their rents were low, and in no
case were they more than one quarter of the salary of the
principal earner in the household. 1In most cases rents were
well below that level.

After self-government in 1978, as we have noted
already, the Commonwealth transferred some of its housing
stock to the Territory, and the NTHC took over the adminis-
tration of the staff housing scheme. NTHC continued to run
it as a separate scheme quite distinct from its provision of
rental housing for members of the general public. However,
the Territory's affairs were now in the hands of an elected
government responsible to the whole electorate, and privi-
leged housing for government employees was bound to become
an issue, particularly as the party in power espoused free
enterprise principles. It was to be expected that, 1little
by 1little, the gap would be reduced. As we have already
seen, the Commonwealth government's market rent policy,
expressed in the 1976 revision of the Housing Agreement, was
also a factor reducing the rental advantage previously en-
joyed by public tenants, including government employees.
However, there were other privileges which also attracted
attention, notably waiting times for allocation of housing.
Government employees went on one waiting list and their
applications were promptly dealt with.  The general public
went on another 1list, and their needs were met after a
considerably longer wait.

In 1979, it was decided in principle that there should
be only one waiting list and that this should be put into
effect from 30 June 1981. This did not automatically mean
the end of privileged access for government employees, who
might still be allowed to jump the queue if their services
were essential and they could not be hired unless housing
were provided. However, it did mean that each government
employee's application had to be weighed against the claims
of others at the top of the waiting list, with urgent needs
or long waiting times behind them.

Also involved in this change was an end to double stan-
dards in housing quality. Under the staff housing scheme,
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housing for government employees was more spacious than
general public housing. For example, staff couples without
children were allowed to rent three bedroom houses, whereas
general public applicants were allowed a two bedroom house,
at most, for a childless couple or a single parent with one
child. These differences no longer applied after 30 June
1981.

Next on the list of privileges to come under review was
the single government employees' access to public rental
housing. Single members of the general public, other than
pensioners and single parents receiving supporting parents'
allowances, were ineligible for Housing Cmmission rental
accommodation. The Commonwealth-State Housing Agreements,
and the Commonwealth Northern Territory agreement which
conforms with the others, did not provide funds for housing
for single applicants, though how long this would continue
to be true was unclear, since the most recent revision of
the Agreements, in 1984, specifies that allocation is to be
without discrimination on grounds of race, sex, marital
status, etc., 1in line with the equal opportunity and human
rights philosophies of the current national government,
shared in the main also by the opposition. The anomaly was,
however, that ‘until 14 August 1984 single government
employees in the Northern Territory were eligible for public
rental housing. :

In August 1984, the NT government announced that this
privilege would cease, and that single government employees
will have to compete for rental accommodation on the open
market. There are exceptions: for example, police have free
accommodation provided as a term of their industrial award;
single teachers and other single government employees in re-
mote locations are provided with rental housing. Neverthe-
less, the loss of this privilege has been protested against
most strongly, particularly by the NT Teachers Federation,
and negotiations were still proceeding on this dispute in
October 1984. :

A part of the reason for the trouble in August and
September 1984 was that the government's decision had to be
made in a hurry. It was not intended to take effect until
January 1985, but the Cabinet submission was leaked to the
press. Once it had been publicised the government thought
it had no option but to bring the decision into effect
immediately, since it would have had an immediate effect on
people's housing plans and on developers' decisions. So it
went ahead. That caused an outcry from all those whose
privileged interest rates were affected,, or who were looking
forward to obtaining such privileges.

Many of those who have an interest in the protest are
relatively high income earners, and their skills, though



11

highly valuable, are no longer as scarce as they once were -
teachers, for -example, though certain subject specialists
are still in short supply. The protest therefore, has to
make its way against a general public perception that the
complainants are fairly well off compared with some others
in the community. An obvious way to broaden the base for
any campaign against the decision of August 1984 is to seek
access for all single applicants to public housing. Al-
ready, 1in New South Wales and South Australia the public
housing authorities allow single applicants to be placed on
their waiting lists, in line with anti-discrimination legis-
lation in those states. Commonwealth legislation in 1984
(the Sex Discrimination Act) will, . it 1is generally be-
lieved, soon have the effect of forcing a similar non-
discriminatory approach in other states and Territories,
since it may, depending on judicial decisions still to come,
have the effect of overriding state laws.

Even 1if single applicants are made eligible for public
housing there are questions of priority to be settled, and
this becomes an administrative, discretionary matter. How
does one, 1in good faith and conscience, weigh up the rela-
tive merit of claims when judging between families, includ-
ing single-parent families, and single persons without
dependents? A further edge is given to this difficult
question by the fact that single government employees, par-
ticularly the teachers and office personnel, include a high
proportion of women and the removal of their access to
public-rental housing 1is interpreted as a reversion to
sexist discrimination. That perception is confirmed by the
pro-family rhetoric and beliefs of some of the adherents,
supporters and even members of the governing party in the
Northern Territory. The politics of the issue are obviously
complicated, but a formula will be found, perhaps even a
rule of thumb which makes no attempt to settle the
philosophical issue of equity between family and non-family
households - a formula such as that one in every ten
tenancies allocated should go to a single applicant without
dependents. Administrators are obviously more at ease when
they can apply a simple rule which has been sanctioned by
their political superiors.

An unexpected, pro-tenant initiative was announced in
August 1984 by the then Minister for Housing and Local
Government, Mrs N Padgham-Purich. Tenants in Housing
Commission houses would in future be allowed to transfer to
houses or flats which they prefer to the ones originally
allocated to them. Previously the only transfers were
transfers to purchase, or tenant transfers on account of
increases in household size, as for example when a second
child was born and the parent(s) applied for a three-bedroom
house. The Minister's intention was that in the future
tenants could shift to areas and dwellings that suited them
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better than their first location. This could add greatly to
tenants' satisfaction with life in Housing Commission hous-
ing, enabling for example shorter journeys to work, school
or shopping, or proximity to friends or family members.
Within the Housing Commission's staff there was an expec-
tation both that there would be added work if substantial
numbers of tenants began a game of musical chairs, and that
there would be long-term advantages in having more contented
clients. However, detailed regulations for eligibility to
transfer were still being drafted in October 1984, and there
was a strong possibility that the Minister's intention might
be watered down in the process of implementation. There
might have to be a long waiting period, for example.

In the main, the impact of both Territory and
Commonwealth policies is to favour ownership over tenancy.
This 1is not 1likely to change, but in spite of that,
adjustments are possible within the rental policies and each
such adjustment tends to favour one group or other, and very
often marginally disadvantages someone else. It is not pos-
sible to satisfy everyone, but a policy move which dissatis-
fies a highly visible, militant minority such as single
government employees is unlikely to last.



13

Chapter Three
SALES POLICY AND MORTGAGE INTEREST RATES

As already indicated, the Housing Commission has been
directed to do its best to sell houses to its tenants, and
since very favourable mortgage interest rates have been
available to its tenants, especially those of them who are
government employees, selling the houses should not have
been difficult. So advantageous has it been to buy the
Commission's houses, that it may well seem an achievement on
the Commission's part to have kept a stock of rental housing
sufficiently large to keep waiting times relatively short.

Purchasing is expensive in any city, and even in Darwin
where subsidised mortgages are more widely available than
elsewhere in Australia, there are inevitably many households
who are unable to afford to buy. There are, of course, also
households who prefer not to buy for a variety of other
reasons, such as their intention to move on later, or be-
cause they are keeping a house-purchase going outside the
Territory, or because they simply do not want the bother of
being their own .landlords.

Purchasing is expensive to begin with. Not only do you
need a $5,000 deposit to qualify for a mortgage, but there
are other expenses which mean that one usually cannot begin
with less than $10,000, and one often needs a second mort-
gage. Why should anyone put themselves to this expense? If
the reason 1is <capital gain it is undoubtedly a strong
attraction though there may be cheaper ways of getting it.
With $2,000 one can enter the stock market. However people
are uncertain of themselves and their competence to make
safe investments in the stock market, whereas most consider
themselves competent not only to choose a house that will
keep its value, but also to add to its value by their own
efforts. Home ownership is something of a cult in
Australia. It is undoubtedly the most common way for
Australians to acquire capital of their own, a form of
saving, often involving hardship, which Australians from the
1940s onwards have adopted with enthusiasm, prompted in that
direction by government policies of loan assistance and tax
exemption (for discussion of the pro-ownership, anti-rental
bias of government policies see Kemeny 1983).

The NT Home Purchase Assistance Scheme came into effect
on 1 October 1979. It made home loans available to virtual-
ly anyone at 4 per cent mortgage interest initially, rising
by half per cent annual increments. There was still the
need for a deposit, initially $1,000, but raised to $5,000
in 1981, and this must have discouraged some. In the years
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since the scheme has been in operation the proportion of
owners to tenants in the Territory has risen very little.
It is still about 30 per cent owners to 70 per cent tenants
in the Territory, compared with the reverse proportion in
the southern states, but to what extent it simply reflects a
younger and more transient population is difficult to tell.

In order to encourage home ownership, the Territory
government has tried to keep the price of developed house
blocks low. At the same time, however, it has been necess-
ary to allow a profit incentive for land development enter-
prises. The fact that prices for developed blocks have
risen less than the cost of living between 1980 and 1984 is
a result of a variety of factors. It may indicate both
success in turning off a sufficient quantity to keep up
with, or slightly ahead of demand. It may also indicate
that profits have been kept in check, though not reduced
below a level sufficient to attract land developers.

The price of an average block in a new suburb had in-
creased by only 6 per cent between 1980 and 1984. This 1is
partly because the latest group of suburbs to come on the
market, the Palmerston suburbs, are farther away from Darwin
than were the northern suburbs which were being released 1in
the early 1980s. Nevertheless, other reasons were important
also: more economical standards in engineering headworks;
economical standards in land use; careful timing of the re-
lease of new land to avoid short-term shortages or gluts;
speedy transformation of broad acres into fully serviced
land ready for sale to owner-builders. This last factor is
vital to the profitability of land-development enterprises.
If there are long delays owing to poor decision-making by
government authorities, land developers may be bankrupted.
They cannot afford to have their capital tied up for long
periods before sales. The bankruptcy of one of Darwin's
leading contractors was a strong reminder of this risk in
1982. Speedy decision-making since then has contributed to
the ability of developers to make profits without charging
exorbitant mark-ups.

The government indirectly subsidises the private buyer
of serviced land. It does this by undertaking to buy back
developed blocks which the developers find difficultly in
selling. Thus the price the developers receive for these
less attractive blocks is supported - i.e. kept higher than
the market would otherwise decree, and this in theory en-
ables the developers to sell the more attractive blocks at a
somewhat lower price than they would otherwise charge to
cover losses on unattractive blocks. Private buyers buy the
premium block. The Housing Commission is mainly interested
in low and medium priced blocks though it buys a small share
of the best 1land as well. What neither the Housing
Commission nor the private buyer nor the speculative builder
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wants may be bought by the Lands Department and held for
future sale. »

Direct Lands Department buy-back only applies to a few
blocks = only 10 or 20 per cent over all at the most. There
is a higher proportion bought back among the first blocks a
developer turns off. This is to give the developer a cash
flow and enough funds to go on with so that investment in
land preparation will proceed rapidly.

On the whole, the conclusion is unavoidable that pri-
vate home buyers are being encouraged and subsidised by the
Housing Commission's practice of buying a reasonably high
proportion of sites which would not be private buyers' first
choices, and by the Lands Department's buy-back policies.

The prices of the best blocks are kept lower than they
would otherwise be by the Housing Commission's frugality.
The Housing Commission is looking for blocks at around the
$17,000 mark, a little below or a little above; it seldom
makes a bid for blocks for which the developer wants $20,000
or more. It is not quite true to say that the Housing
Commission stays right out of the upper end of the market,
for occasionally it is required to build 'executive homes'
and will seek appropriate sites for them. However, private
buyers with money to spend and an eye to capital gains can
take their pick without much risk of the Housing Commission
bidding against them.

From 15 August 1984 onwards, Northern Territory Public
Servants were to have a less privileged access to housing
than they previously had. Formerly, public servants below a
certain 1level could get housing loans at 6.75 per cent
interest, and those whose salaries were above that level got
housing loans at 9.75 per cent interest. By govermment's
decision of 14 August 1984, as we have already seen, this
privilege was to be withdrawn. The rate of interest for
public servants' housing loans was to rise, over a period of
years, to the same rate (currently 11l.5 per cent) as that
for first home buyers under the concessional NT Home
Purchase Assistance Scheme. The sudden announcement and the
lack of consultation, plus the loss of a privilege, caused
the Public Service Association to take industrial action.
Work bans were applied in the Taxation Office and the
Registrar General's Department, both of them well calculated
to cause inconvenience to the public. The work bans lasted
for three weeks, and were only ended when the government
decided, on the advice of the Public Service Commissioner,
to take disciplinary action against the officers concerned.
That brought the stoppage to an end. In the course of
negotiating a resumption of work it was agreed that a ceil-
ing of 8 per cent interest would be conceded to the officers
whose salaries were below a certain level. Compared with
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home buyers seeking loans on the open market, and paying
interest rates of 13 to 16 per cent, Northern Territory
Public Servants are still well off, and in any case the
increase from their present low interest rates will only be
applied gradually; 0.25 per cent increase in the first year,
and 0.5 per cent increase each year thereafter until the
ceiling is reached, or five years to reach the new maximum.
There is also a 'sunset' period so that current public
servants who apply can qualify for privileged rates in the
interim, wuntil 31 December 1986. Employees recruited after
15 August 1984 are not eligible. Private sector lending
institutions will now be solely involved in providing the
mortgage money for government employees recruited after 15
August 1984. This is a further feature of the decision -to
bring the government employees' home purchase conditions
into 1line with those available to the general public. The
effect of this, from the Treasury's point of view, 1is to
free $10 million of loan funds which were previously locked
into the staff housing loan scheme. Under the previous form
of the scheme it was mainly Housing Commission homes which
were being bought by their governement employee occupants,
and all that was needed was a book entry and the setting up
of an account into which the purchaser made his or her
payments, instead of paying rent. From now on, newly re-
cruited government employees who purchase homes will be
dealing with banks, insurance companies, building societies,
credit unions and the like.

In 1981 the transfer-to-purchase option was introduced.
Previously a staff housing scheme tenant or general public
tenant was allowed to buy only the house that had been
allotted to him or her in the first place. Because, for
staff, mortgage loan terms were extremely favourable, this
meant that they had a choice of either cheap money to buy
the house they were in, or expensive money to buy a house on
the open market. The typical staff response was, of course,
to buy the house they were in and add to it as their
families. grew or as rising incomes enabled them to afford
extra space, swimming pools. The houses which the Housing
Commission found least difficulty in selling were the
elevated staff houses with three, or less often four bed-
rooms .

Under the transfer~to-purchase scheme, tenants could
buy either the house they were in or else one of a 1limited
number . of other, similar houses which might be available
from the Housing Commission. Such transfers, however, are
only occasionally possible in the direction of better 1lo-
cations because houses in better locations are the very ones
which-are unlikely to fall vacant. Transfers to newly-built
Housing Commission houses 1in 'raw' or more distant new
suburbs could, however, be arranged, and this suited some
tenants intending to use their option to purchase.
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The transfer-to-purchase scheme was introduced to en-
courage tenants to buy. If they saw a good house either new
or empty, or about to be vacated - usually an elevated NTPS
house - they could apply to transfer to it and begin to pur-
chase it right away. Their period in their previous house
was credited to them as waiting time, so that they did not
have to go back to the bottom of the waiting list in order
to get into the new house. And since NTHC is allowed to
sell only to its tenants, not to the general public (so as
not to put it into direct, subsidised and discouraging com-
petition with private builders) a transfer-to-purchase ap-
plicant was still regarded nominally and momentarily as a
tenant in the new house, even though purchase payments began
immediately.

Mortgage portability, introduced in 1984, is a scheme
with considerable potential for changing the urban scene

and the freedom of choice of home purchases. Typically,
until 1984, a government employee who was buying the house
assigned to him or her was 'land-locked'. The extremely

favourable mortgage deal was available once, and for one
specific house, normally the one originally allocated. The
new mortgage portability option, however, has suddenly
changed this predicament. It means that a lot of people who
previously would not move because to do so would mean losing
their privileged, low-interest-rate mortgage loans, are now
free to move either to bigger, more expensive houses if
their families or their incomes have become larger, or to
smaller, but often more convenient and luxurious town-
houses, if their families have grown up and moved away.
There will be, quite quickly, many people looking for these
sorts of housing. :

Another consequence is that some of the intense capi-
talisation of housing sites in older suburbs will not
necessarily be repeated in newer suburbs. When a household
can afford a swimming pool or a rumpus room, for example,
they may not need to crowd it into the block they own, but
may look for another house with more space around it, or
with the features they want already installed.

Mortgage portability can be used to build or to buy any
house or unit available on the private market. It is avail-
able to shift from the NTHC house which a tenant is purchas-
ing to another NTHC house. The scheme was developed as a
means of stimulating private sector building activity.
There are conditions attached. The person who seeks trans-
fer must sell his/her own house and apply all of the equity
to the new house. The NTHC mortgage cannot be larger than
the previous one. Escalation of interest rates applies as
soon as transfer occurs, even though the previous mortgage
may have been at a fixed low interest rate. Can a person
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sell their house to the NTHC, in order to make a shift?
Generally speaking, no. Only in exceptional cases, in order
to meet some sort of crisis, will NTHC buy back the house.
Buying back is rare, partly because houses are often over
capitalised. Since government employees were formerly
'land-locked', 1i.e. compelled by the non-transferability of
their very favourable mortgages to remain in the house they
first began to purchase, they were inclined to add a lot of
extras, such as swimming pools and extra rooms. This both
gives Darwin's housing a polyglot appearance and produces
houses that are difficult to sell.

The price at which an occupant can buy his/her house is
set by the Valuer General (VG). VG prices are conservative.
In the past, when house prices were rising fast, the VG's
valuations were usually several months behind the rising
market. But even now, when prices are relatively stable, VG
valuations are still favourable to the purchaser largely be-
cause the VG bases the valuation on what the Housing
Commission built in the first place, not on the enhanced
value resulting from the occupant's improvements. For in-
stance if the occupant has added a carport, that 1is not
reflected in the VG's valuation, on the grounds that the
occupant, after’ all, has paid for it himself/herself and

should not have to pay tor it again. However, a carport
costing $600 may add, say $1,000 to the market value of a
house, and other improvements likewise. These 'windfall'

additions to value are not included in the VG's wvaluation.
Neither are the environmental improvements which occur as a
new suburb matures. The public appropriation of the ben-
efits of a 'betterment factor', though an established prin-
ciple 1in other jurisdictions, has not been adopted in the
Northern Territory. .

To conclude this brief discussion of policies concern-
ing purchase of government-built houses, and purchase of
private sector homes by government employees and the general
public, it would be fair to say that the Northern Territory,
in common with all other Australian jurisdictions but to an
even more generous extent than the rest, goes as far as 1it.
can to assist the purchaser. There may be further forms of
assistance yet to be tried, but there can be no doubt of the
government's commitment to the idea of home ownership, to
judge by the policy decisions of the recent past.



19

Chapter Four
SINGLE PEOPLE, AGED AND OTHER SPECIAL CATEGORIES

Government housing policy, both in the Territory and at
the Commonwealth level, has been directed toward housing
nuclear families in single family houses on suburban blocks
of 1land. Single parent families also get consideration.
0ld age pensioners in need of housing assistance are the
subject of special programs. Aboriginal people's require-
ments are given some attention. A Limited provision is made
to meet the special needs of persons suffering from certain
forms of disability. Housing is provided for single, able
bodied persons without dependents when they are government
employees in remote locations, or are eligible for housing
in a few remaining government-assisted shelter programs for
homeless men, youths and women. Most single people are
expected to find accommodation in the open market or with
their families without recourse to government housing
assistance.

In some parts of Australia such as Darwin there are
above-average concentrations of young single people either
employed, seeking employment, or receiving some form of wel-
fare benefit. The work-force of Darwin probably includes
more single people than that of any other city of comparable
size in Australia. In the Territory as a whole transiency
is the norm, yet in the making of housing policy an attitude
persists which treats transiency as almost equivalent to
vagrancy. 'Drifters' should be encouraged to settle down,
marry, raise children and buy a house - so goes the prevail-
ing prejudice. However, there have been a few departures
from orthodoxy.

In 1978, when self-government began in the Northern

Territory, the Commonwealth Accommodation and Catering
Service (CACS) sought to transfer four hostels which it
owned and operated in the Territory. Two of them are in

Darwin, one at Parap called the Ross Smith Hostel, one at
the Esplanade in Darwin's downtown, now called the Lameroo
Lodge. The NT government wanted to sell these hostels, in
which case they might have been redeveloped as flats, or
offices, or demolished. In the meantime the CACS continued
to operate them on an interim basis. Within the Housing
Commission there was a view based on experience with the
Darwin population and its housing needs, that hostel accom-
modation is essential. A Cabinet submission was prepared,
proposing that the Territory government, through the Housing
Commission, acquire these hostels and lease them to private
enterprise operators. This was done in 1980. The two in
Darwin are operated by a firm called TATAC, and they pay a
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return to the Territory's revenue which represents interest
on the purchase price from the Commonwealth. Costs of
operation and maintenance of the hostels is fully covered.
Unfortunately, from the point of view of fairness to TATAC,
another hostel owned by the government, the former nurses'
quarters at the old hospital site on Myilly Point, is leased
to YY Enterprises, a joint venture of the YMCA and YWCA, on
very favourable, subsidised terms. In other words, TATAC is
required to make a profit, while its competitor, YY
Enterprises uses government funds to undercut TATAC efforts.
However, from a social point of view, housing for transients
and others is provided at reasonable rates by all three of
these hostels, and more such hostels would be needed to meet
the high level of demand, especially in the dry season.

There is a chronic shortage of accommodation for single
people coming to Darwin in search of work. The existing
youth hostel allows nobody to stay longer than two weeks.
There are shelters run by St Vincent de Paul Society and The
Salvation Army, and these are full every night. The
Coalition of Low Income Earners runs a hostel or boarding
house which can accommodate 19 people, and which charges $30
per week, compared with $45 which is the usual charge at the
bottom end of the commercial boarding-house, guest-house or
lodge market. There is no caravan park or camping ground in
the inner city area, and bus service to outlying areas such
as Nightcliff or Tiwi is infrequent. There seems never to
be enough cheap accommodation for single people. The stan-
dard of buildings could be lower than what 1is currently
being provided, without discouraging demand. One disincen-
tive to investors is that during the wet season transients
leave the Top End. Hostel occupancy rates build up again in
the dry season. Of course, it is in part a political ques-
tion whether the community and the government would like to
see this sort of demand encouraged or discouraged.

If attractive low-cost rental housing for single, tran-
sient people is known to be available, Darwin will attract
them from other parts of the country. They are considered
by some Darwin citizens to bring various social problems
with them. The group of squatters who took over the old
hospital site for a while in 1984 'are an example of the sort
of people who make it difficult to promote the cause of
affordable low-income housing. At first this group offered
to pay one third of their dole cheques towards the cost of
electricity and so on. However, after a while their atti-
tude hardened and they were unwilling to pay anything. The
group of 25 would have had a combined dole income of $2,000
per week.

The Commonwealth State Housing Agreement of 1984
required that State Housing Commissions administer the
allocation of housing without discrimination on grounds of
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race, sex, age, marital status. However, it also allowed
the State Commission to set their own .priorities in
allocating housing. The result was that although New South
Wales and South Australia allowed young single people to
apply for Commission housing and put their names on the
waiting lists, other people generally got the houses.

The NT Housing Commission approved at its meeting on 10
October 1984 a new policy for housing single people. How-
ever, at the end of October this policy had still to be
approved by the Minister and Cabinet. Cabinet was known to
have reservations. In the background was strong pro-family
feeling on the part of politically significant elements 1in
the Territory.

Single people other than government employees, people
in de facto relationships, or groups of single people wish-
ing to share a house, even those with steady jobs and
references from previous landlords, often find it difficult
to get rental houses in Darwin, as elsewhere in Australia.
Real estate agents and owners are suspicious of them. The
bond money and rent-in-advance requirements make this sort
of arrangement even more difficult for newly-arrived work-
seekers on the dole. Darwin Institute of Technology
students are also in difficulty. There is an Institute
residence, but students are allowed only one year in the
residence and after that must find their own accommodation.
Many courses are for four years.

The shortage of housing for low income people is even
more acute in the smaller and more remote settlements in the
Northern Territory, and it is bad, as well, in Alice
Springs, Katherine and Tennant Creek.

The prevailing prejudice against housing assistance for
people in the categories just described seems to be based
more on social preferences than on economic calculation. It
is far from clear that recipients of the dole and other
forms of welfare allowance are net dependents locally, or a
non-contributing element in the local economy. The contri-
bution of transient workers to the economy is clearly con-
siderable, and the all-up cost of supporting them with
community' services of various kinds is probably lower by a
wide margin than the costs for more permanently settled
workers with dependent children. There are economic
questions here which require further study, the outcome of
which might be an offset to the prevailing social prejudice.

A circumstance which may hamper the development of
housing assistance policies for low income single people is
the fact that in Darwin, for example, there is at present no
shortage of suitable rental accommodation for single people
at'a price. In other words, if a person arrives in the city
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with a jobalready arranged, or with plenty of cash he or
she can look up the classified advertisements in the 1local
paper, pick and choose from dozens of available flats, and
be housed within two days. Landlords who have an oversupply
of such accommodation on their hands would no doubt be
reluctant to see policies promoted by the Northern Territory
government which would reduce in any way such demand as
there 1is for what they have to offer. The fact that the
lower end of their market is made up of desperate “people
paying very high proportions of their funds for accommo-
dation is just one of the hard facts of life, if one accepts
a 'dry' economic point of view which is strong in Northern
Territory politics, quite apart from direct influence of
landlords on members of the governing party.

While on the subject of fagts of life, one of these is
that single people find partners. Housing Commissions have
gone through several stages in getting used to this. A
single parent on low income and with dependent children
qualifies for Commission housing. What then happens . when
this person finds a partner? ¢

Relations with tenants used to be soured by snooping to
see whether, for example, a man moves in with a single woman
with a child or children, who qualifies for a Housing
Commission house because of her children, and who receives
rental rebate because of her low income, which may be only
the supporting mother's pension. The Northern Territory
Housing Commission has avoided putting itself in the pos-
ition of snooper by having a sensible policy that a - tenant
is entitled to have a boarder, and in that case the . rental
rebate is reduced by $10 per week. If a non-dependent child
lives with the tenant, the rebate is reduced by $5 per week.
That these Housing Commission policies get tacit government
support 1s a tribute to common sense pragmatism standing
firm against countervailing ideology and interest group
pressure. The entitlement to take a boarder applies to male
as well as female tenants.

On the other hand, the Housing Commission has held the
line against renting to single people other than single
government employees, and its resistance has éven extended
to single people in groups who are willing to undertake a
joint tenancy, or to nominate one of their number as head-
tenant, with the others paying shares of the rent.

The wunwillingness of the NTHC to provide for groups of
single people results in some cases of hardship. When Pam
O'Neil was member of the Legislative Assembly for Fannie Bay
she had a household consisting of three women, two of them
sisters, all unmarried, who had lived together as one house-
hold for a long time. They were not yet at the age . to
qualify for the pension. Their incomes were 1low. They



23

were, however, ineligible for a Commission house because
they were single. If each of them had applied jointly with
a man they <could have had three houses. De facto
relationships are acknowledged by the Housing Commission.
But, as it happened, these three women had no intention of
living in any other way than they did.

Given that Darwin's population includes a high pro-
portion of single young people, and, that three and four
bedroom houses are the policy-makers' preferred form of
house construction, one would expect that share-house ten-
ancy would be a natural and easy way to bring demand and
supply together - but not in Housing Commission houses, or
at least not with the Housing Commission's open consent.

Special housing for the aged is increasingly common, as
urban family patterns change. In Darwin, as 1in other
Australian cities, the Housing Commission has taken a 1lead
in providing accommodation for pensioners, including those
who are single, and whose incomes are low enough to qualify.
Social workers generally advise housing authorities to avoid
segregating the disabled and the aged from other groups in
the community, and the Housing Commission 1is trying to
follow this policy. For example, in Malak, a northern
suburb of Darwin, where a small number of units for aged and
disabled persons has been built close to shops and in the
midst of a community of all ages, the Commission has been
praised for not segregating these aged persons from others.

on the other hand, the Housing Commission is involved
in a mutiple-~unit housing development near Mindil Beach for
retirees, including some pensioners. It is an attractive
development in a most attractive setting not far from the
Botanic Gardens. The Housing Commission was considering in-
troducing a variety of other sorts of accommodation in the
area, in order to vary the mixture of people. However, when
the pensioner residents were consulted, they did not want
this change to take place. Clearly, one policy does not
suit every client,  and a variety of options needs to be
provided. The Mindil Beach, Gardens Hill development is a
special <case, with a number of complications. Government
money was spent on headworks in quantities appropriate to a
prestige development, and there is no doubt that what the
private developers have built is an up~market retirement
village. The Housing Commission's pensioner accommodation
unfortunately, instead of being intermingled at random
throughout the development, is to be physically and visually
segregated from the rest. It is concentrated at the front,
at the lower edge of the site, the design of the units 1is
different, and landscaping will be used to separate it from
the rest of the development. One sees here an example of
real estate dynamics, ‘'protection of property values' as it
is called, which is familiar in all parts of the country,
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though Housing Commissions usually try to resist it, some
more successfully than others.

. The same dynamics occur in relation to granny flats in
Rl residential =zones. Again, the prevailing view. among
social workers and those concerned with the health of the
aged 1is that when it is possible for them to occupy self-
contained premises on the property owned by younger family
members, this can lead to a happier, healthier life for them
and also to some help for the younger family in caring - for
children, the garden, security when away from home, and so-
on. On the other side of the argument, however, neighbour-
ing households may fear an erosion of standards of amenity
and decline in the value of their property. A granny flat
becomes just a flat when granny is no more. In Darwin,
granny flats are under consideration, but it is probably
safe to predict that they will not occur on Housing
Commission properties in Rl zones until well after they have
become commonplace on private property in the inner city and
inner suburban areas. The Housing Commission is in too
vulnerable a position to be first in the field. On the
other hand, the Planning Authority recently approved a zon-
ing code amendment to the Darwin plan, allowing duplex
redevelopment in Rl zones. This would be one way to accom-
plish somewhat the same result, though at costs which would
be considerable because of the standards required.

Of all the Housing Commission's various roles, the
least contested is its welfare housing landlord role, and
yet in the Northern Territory as in other parts of Australia
the efforts of the Housing Commission to fulfill this role
in an imaginative and magnanimous way are forever being
constrained by political pressures, community attitudes, or
the Housing Commission's own prudent caution induced by past
experience and by anticipation of censure if it becomes too
generous. Turning losers into winners, though supported in
ethical theory and religion, is seldom popular in a com-
petitive society.
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Chapter Five
LAND USE ISSUES

_ When people buy or rent housing what they pay for is a
box of living space and a location. What the box is like,
what it is made of or how it is divided up, whether it |is
cool enough, how big it is and so on, is of great concern to
the occupants, and govermnment policies and regulations have
vital effects on all of these attributes of housing. But
where the dwelling is, how it is placed in relation to its
neighbours, what you see from its windows, and how far and
by what means you go to work, shops, school or to the bright
lights of town, or the beach, the bush or playing fields,
all these aspects of location influence a person's judgement
of whether a particular dwelling is a good place to live.
Government decisions play a vital part in determining the
location of housing, and location is, for many people, more
important than the contents of the box.

In Darwin, the government's options are constrained by
the landform, a peninsula with the original town at its tip
and a hinterland that is flat and partly low-lying, swampy,
a breeding ground for mosquitoes and biting midges, and
subject to tidal storm surge. After Cyclone Tracy, there
seemed to be a possibility of reconsidering the location of
residential suburbs, but in the rush to get the c¢ity re-
established those options were rejected. Existing plans for
the future shape of the city were resumed and proceeded
with.

The strategic decision to locate residential suburbs
north of the airport was made in the 1950s and had become a
fact by the 1960s. The decision that further development
should be by way of satellite towns at considerable dis-
tances from the city centre was no doubt forming in the
minds of certain influential decision-makers in Darwin and
Canberra 1in the 1960s, and was to become a fait accompli
when it was decided to go ahead with the city of Palmerston,
25 kilometres down the Stuart Highway from Darwin's city
centre. The Darwin Regional Structure Plan issued by the NT
Department of Lands in 1984 pointed to another future
satellite. town on the Middle Arm Peninsula. As the stra-
tegic Plan document explains:

The 1location of the new town (approximately 35
kilometres south of the Darwin CBD) is likely to
provide some additional cost penalties. Public
and (more particularly) private transport will
probably be more expensive with the linear
development recommended in this plan than |if
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Darwin were able to be more compact,_ but planning
must often trade-off conflicting interests. The
proposed new town is well located to be efficient-
ly serviced with water and electricity and its
drainage 1is relatively good. Furthermore, land
constraints within the Darwin Region are such that
there are few alternative locations for develop-
ment of a new town.

There are very substantial headworks costs
inherent in the establishmént of a new town. The
process to Dbe followed is not one of a shift in
development to the town by (say) the early 1990s.
Rather, economic and market conditions will dic-
tate the future development of Darwin, resulting
in a steady 1infill of population in existing
areas. The timing of the development of the new
town will be determined by market forces, includ-
ing the rate of population growth and availability
of land rather than by the Structure Plan itself.

While flexibility is the theory, the experience with
Palmerston suggests that once the commitment to a new town
is made other policies must be bent to make a success of it
and to justify the investment in headworks. When Palmerston
was first proposed, people commenting on it were sceptical.
The Cities Commission, 1in the Whitlam era, had proposed
other ideas, mostly aimed at consolidating Darwin, reducing
its spread and increasing residential density. Some of its
suggestions depended on the Defence Department relinquishing
some of its extensive holdings in the heart of the city and
on its fringes, and the Cities Commission was no match for
Defence when the time for decisions came: indeed after the
overthrow of the Whitlam government in 1975 the Cities

Commission's proposals, and those of its related Canberra
planning agencies quickly lost all support.

In épite of the high initial cost of new headworks,
there are strong market and political forces which make it
easier to develop a new town than to consolidate an existing
one. :

It is cheaper to build single dwellings on newly de-
veloped land, recently converted from broad acres, rather
than to fill in blank spaces in already developed areas,
because the price of blocks for sale in older areas is
higher than in new subdivisions. However, the real private
costs of spreading Darwin out over a wide, sparsely settled
area are not included in the calculation. For example, the
cost of petrol, tyres and vehicle maintenance used in
running back and forth to work, or to major shopping
centres, is not adequately reflected in the low price of
land in Palmerston. Nor is the wear and tear on main roads
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between Palmerston and the city. These costs are paid for
little by little over a long time, and are not paid for when
the decision is made to create a satellite city, or by the
agencies that make the decision. To them such costs are
'externalities'.

Obtaining government funds for headworks is a political
exercise in which a successful organisation such as the
Department of ‘Lands excels. Once the funds have been se-
cured, benefits flow in several directions. The
Department's officers, and those of related agencies such as
Transport and Works, are kept intensely busy, moving large
sums .of money and deploying large numbers of subordinate
personnel. Contractors involved in construction are kept
profitably employed. Subcontractors are happy. Above all,
the development companies are kept busy, .those of them that
are successful in tendering for the right to prepare blocks
of land for sale, with the roads, public open space,

shopping centre and school sites, the drainage works and so
one. . :

A large coalition of interests can be mustered behind a
new town scheme. However, in the Palmerston case, because
the land to be used was already Crown 1land, one of the
obvious groups of potential beneficiaries were not among the
supporters of such a policy, namely sitting owners of free-
hold broad acres. Melbourne's suburban development in the
1970s gives us examples of profits made quickly when such
land changes hands. Darwin has, to the credit of those
involved, not seen profit-making on anything 1like that
scale. While certain privately-owned holdings would gain in
value because of strategic 1location in relation to
Palmerston, the fact is that even greater potential profits
to sitting owners would have been available if an alterna-
tive policy of consolidating Darwin closer to the CBD had
been followed. :

People were sceptical about Palmerston because they
thought it would be unattractive. It was a way off, down
the track, in the bush, flat, with not much to. see, nothing
to do once you got there, and a dreadfully long way back to
town if you wanted to visit friends or have an evening out,
not to mention the hazards of the breathalizer on the 1long
drive home to Palmerston again. But by late 1984 scepticism
had been replaced by suprised recognition that the project,
in its own terms, was becoming a success.

In October 1984 the initial impression made by Driver,
the first of the eight Palmerston suburbs, where the Housing
Commission had built most of the houses, was suprisingly
pleasant for a new suburb. The trees, both those which had
been planted along the roadways, and those which had been
preserved within the allotments, are a redeeming .feature.
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Some of the occupants had made pleasant gardens in a short
space of time. The Palmerston Development Authority does
not plant or water the verges, and only a few of these had
been planted with grass. The trees, however, are watered by
drips which were installed before tree-plantlng took place.
The houses are of various shapes, heights, sizes, colours
and materials, so that there is no danger of monotony - if
anythlng, almost too much of a mixture - but, certainly,
no signs of bureaucratic dictation to the varied tastes of
potential householders. Of course, it is the Housing
Commission which has either specified the design or accepted
it by buylng it, so what is reflected in the street-scape in
Driver 1is the Housing Commission's idea of the public's
taste. The effect is more pleasing than critics had pre-
dicted. Criticism has shifted, and now raises questions
about the cost of tree-planting and watering. However,
criticism has become less vehement and is giving way to
increasing acknowledgement of apparent success.

At first the Palmerston Development Authority (PDA) did
not particularly want the Housing Commission to be a major
house builder. The intention was that owner-builders would
predominate, and that a high class of homes would be estab-
lished. In the first few months, however, it became
apparent Dboth that owner-builders were 1likely to build
fairly ordinary homes, kit homes or whatever, and that the
Housing Commission was building a fairly diverse variety of
homes, and mixing its styles in such a way that it was not
giving a 'Housing Commission look' to the areas where it
built. The Palmerston Development Authority became more
enthusiastic and began to welcome the Housing Commission, to
such an extent that, by October 1984, of the 2,000 people in
Palmerston, most of them, almost all of them in fact, were
Housing Commission tenants or were in process of buying
their homes from the Housing Commission.

There have been complaints about poor workmanship, but
only from a very small proportion of occupants of Housing
Commission homes. Part of the publicity given to this ques-
tion 1is probably due to the fact that the complainants in-
cluded a person who was seeking election as the mayor of
Palmerston.

The apparent success of Palmerston is perhaps mainly
due to the fact that the first 2,000 or more people are
there, and that certain neighbourhood amenities are seen to

exist and to work. There are schools, shops, a tavern, and
playgrounds galore. There are trees and pleasant if un-
spectacular views across parklands and a golf course. The

decision was made to provide for storm water drainage by
leaving wide, shallow run-off spaces where the shape of the
land would require them to be placed, and these grassy,
mowed open spaces are attractive to the eye and, one hopes,
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safe. Perhaps the Palmerston Development Authority's
biggest success was its planting of trees along the roads
before the building blocks had been fully developed, and
thus getting as much as two years of growth up before the
land went on sale. Critics said the saplings would all be
knocked over by bulldozers and trucks as work proceeded.
The General Manager of the Authority reports that there has
been only a 10 per cent loss of these plantings, and such
small 1losses .are not expensive to replace, even with
advanced trees, which of course cost more than the tiny
ones. '

The fact that Palmerston was ever proposed was no doubt
the result of a prior decision, deeply entrenched in
planning policy not only in Darwin but in most of Australia,
namely that urban building blocks should be of approximatley
800 sgq. metres. The alleged devotion of Australians to
'‘quarter acre blocks' is legendary. One wonders to what
extent it is an expression of consumer preference and to
what extent an example of 'cultural hegemony', or the
capture of public taste by the interests which determine

what 1is available. All of Darwin's suburbs have blocks
which are 800 sq. metres or larger, most of them occupied by
three bedroom bungalows. Blocks of flats, when they

are built, generally have to conform in size and shape
to this dominant urban landform; though here and there
the planners have provided special precincts for multiple
dwellings on less constraining sites.

As a piece of pure speculation, imagine what Darwin
might have been like if the quarter acre block had never
been the norm. One can picture it as a harbour-side city,
closely settled, magnificently built with the town life and
the street life of a city, not that of a dormitory suburb
endlessly repeated.

However, very few if any of those involved in the
policy-making process seem to think that Darwin buyers want
blocks of anything less than 800 sg. metres. In fact in
Darwin the prevailing view is that humid tropical conditions
dictate larger, not smaller land allotments.

The Palmerston Development Authority says it is willing
to look at 600 sq. metre blocks in Rl zones, but in practice
it does not happen. When a developer puts land up for sale,
purchasers show a distinct preference for larger blocks.
Anything under 800 sq. metres will not be sold. One
developer had blocks of less than 800 sg. metres unsold for
a while, and had to alter the subdivision plan to increase
lot sizes. The PDA now says that it, the Authority, has no
objection to smaller lots, but the NT Housing Commission,
which buys back unsold lots, will not consider lots smaller
the 800 sq. metres. This sets the minimum size because the
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private purchaser is unlikely to accept a lot size smaller
than the Housing Commission's minimum.

And one can understand why NTHC would be reluctant to
be the first to accept 600 sq. metre blocks. These would
be hard to sell to their occupants, would therefore remain
part of the permanent rental stock and would acquire a
social stigma from which Housing Commission tenants in
general would suffer indefinitely, the very thing NTHC tries
to overcome. Yet someone has to make the first move if
medium density is to happen and more economical use is to be
made of expensive headworks. In this respect the planners
and developers responsible for Palmerston's suburban designs
have a few minor innovations to their credit.

Palmerston's Town Plan is completely different from
Darwin's. Permitted and prohibited land uses in each type
of zone are few: most uses are by consent. This gives the
Authority the power to deal with each application on its
merits, and the result should be both more variety in what
is built and a more economical use of land. The Palmerston
plan allows narrower streets than would be allowed in
Darwin. On the other hand, building set-backs are greater
in Palmerston. '

The planning process involves, as a first step, the
preparation by the Authority of an outline plan for each
suburb. On the outline plan, the Authority notes the number
of persons who are to be housed in single houses, medium
density and high density accommodation in each neighbour-
hood. The developers bid for the opportunity to develop a
neighbourhood. They offer to pay a premium for land and the
size of the premium offered will generally determine which
bid 1is accepted. Once their offer has been accepted the
developers prepare a detailed plan and submit it to the
Authority. When this detailed plan has been approved, it
governs what happens from then on. Developers are free to
decide on the internal road plan and the provision of public
open space, subject to approval by the Authority and to
compliance with the requirement of the outline plan. Where
the school goes has been determined on the outline plan, but
whether the area has a park or a golf course, and what shape
the 1lots will be, depends on what 1is proposed by the
developer.

The developers, however, tend either to be cautious
from the start or to be wary after having their unconven-
tional ideas knocked back. Although the Palmerston
Development Authority claims that it will accept economical
house and land packages, including the notion of 600 sq.
metre blocks, in fact no such developments have yet happened
in Rl zones. This is because the developers whose proposals
they accept are conservative and they calculate that the
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market is for 800 sgq. metre blocks, so that is what they
propose. A scheme for 20 detached houses, some of which
were sited on lot boundaries, was put up to the Palmerston
Development Authority by a builder (Kern) and a firm of
architects, Moor Linklater Perumal Pty Ltd, but this was
turned down, or at least postponed. The Board of PDA was a
new Board at the time, and this was an indication of their
attitude, though it may change as community attitudes
change. . ‘

Educational work would need to be done to persuade the
public of the need for more intensive use of expensive
government headworks. Only then (or perhaps not even then)
would the public come to accept smaller blocks of land and
'merchant housing' or whole subdivisions planned together so
that the siting of each house, its shape and size is deter-
mined in advance rather than left to the individual owner-
builder. Projects of this kind have reached advanced stages
of planning in other parts of Australia, but the majority
have been abandoned or modified to conform with the quarter
acre norm. Meanwhile, however, style-setting higher income
households have been moving back into inner suburbs of
major cities to gentrify and redevelop houses on tiny plots
of land left behind by nineteenth century developers. This
trend, together with the spread of town house and home unit
developments, may presage a different norm for the twenty-
first century.

As it happens, the developers who were successful in
winning land development contracts at Palmerston two and
three years earlier were unsuccessful in 1984, and a new lot
of developers won the 1984 contracts. PDA and NTHC were
having to work with developers who had no recent experience
of Housing Commission preferences. On the other hand, the
new contractors had some fresh ideas and this could be of
benefit both to the Housing Commission and to the eventual
residents in the new neighbourhoods.

Reduced lot sizes and 2zero 1lot 1lines would make
possible terrace housing or town houses on individual
titles. This would obviate the need for corporate bodies to
manage the collective concerns of strata title holders in
multiple unit dwellings. These are necessary when there is
some substantial asset such as a swimming pool which |is
owned in common, but should not be necessary for the manage-
ment of most medium density housing. It is planning re-
quirements which have forced corporate arrangements on
people 1in Australian cities such as Darwin. Two-thirds of
the world's housing is built with party walls, but this form
of housing has generally been looked down upon here. It is
difficult to imagine it becoming highly popular in the short
run in Darwin, where the prevailing belief is that terrace
housing means hot, congested living and that the more space



32

you have around your dwelling the more comfortable you are.
Whether that is indisputable, or just a reflection of the
failure so far of architects and builders to develop party-
wall houses that work in the tropics, or to copy them from
other hot, humid cities remains a moot point.

Even if the terrace housing option should be ruled out,
there are probably economical house and land packages which
can be designed and which do suit Darwin's tropical climate.
NTHC is interested in new patterns of subdivision for medium
density housing which will allow all the ground-space to be
individually-owned and will obviate the need for corporate
bodies. The Housing Commission dislikes being a member of
corporate bodies. When some parts of a town-house or flats
development are not sold, and the Housing Commission remains
part-owner, the other members of the body corporate tend to
put pressure on the Housing Commission to supply the manage-
ment within the body corporate, and put pressure on NTHC to
pay for improvements, as it is assumed to have easy access
to funds. The Commonwealth Department of Housing and
Construction has recently been experimenting with More
Affordable Housing villages in Melbourne, Brisbane and
Sydney, in which these 1land use ideas have been incor-
porated. Zero setbacks can also be allowed, provided that
the placement of buildings on all blocks is controlled.
NTHC 1is interested in promoting the application of these
ideas in the Territory as a way of making more economical
use of urban land and headworks.

In the longer-established areas of Darwin medium and
higher density living seems bound to happen, though it has
to make its way against prejudices. Among the older gen-
eration of planners, policy-makers and influential citizens
there is a conventional opinion that living in flats 1is
somehow unAustralian. Pride is taken in the fact that
Darwin was not planned on the basis of examples from other
tropical cities. Comparisons are dismissed on one ground or
another. If Hawaii has high-rise living that is because the
population there can afford air-conditioning and does not
object to it, whereas in Northern Australia, air-
conditioning is, they contend, not necessary, and besides it
is expensive, noisy and unhealthy. If beautiful Greek
coastal and island towns are built along narrow, c¢limbing
streets and with several households in each building, close-
ly ringed around a bay, beach or quay, that is fine for
Greece, but not good enough for Australia. The fact that
Greeks are the largest ethnic group in Darwin makes no
difference 1in this context. The Greek contributions to
multiple~unit housing in Darwin are referred to con-
temptuously as 'those Greek shoe boxes in Nightcliff', with
no allowance made for the fact that the sites were laid out
by Australian government planners in a form which virtually
insured a shoe box design for any flats that could be built.
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And when Australian government authorities tried their hand
at designing high density accommodation for single persons
and small households, what they produced was the Kurringal
flats at Fannie Bay, which have been rather unfairly held up
to scorn ever since, though in recent times the Housing
Commission has upgraded them and landscaped them to the
point where the criticisms are quite wide of the mark and
the reality is as pleasant as could be hoped for, given that
the buildings - themselves were designed and built in the
1950s, are needlessly monotonous in form, and offer too
little isolation from neighbours' noise. Kurringal makes up
for many of its faults by providing some of the finest views
in Darwin and easy access to the beach and shops.

Conservative planners in Darwin like to point out that
flats, other than simple, one or two-storey flat buildings,
have not 'taken off' in Australia. The occupancy and sales
rates for high rise apartments are said to be low. There
are two recent examples in the central business district of
Darwin, one of which, Marrakai apartments, is said to be
selling reasonably well but the other, Raffles Plaza apart-
ments, is said to have been difficult to sell at a profit.

Other, less conservative planners are interested in the
possibilities for well-designed medium density city 1living
offered by habitat-style developments, where apartments are
well separated visually and aurally. Other wurban forms
which attract the more adventurous include canal develop-
ments, one of which is under construction at Frances Bay,
close to the city. Cluster housing developments have had a
mixed reception. One of them, near Lee Point Road, failed
to sell soon enough and its builder, who was at the time the
President of the Master Builders' Association, went bank-
rupt. The houses were large and were built for a market
which had emerged at the time but which other builders were
able to serve more quickly.

Whatever may have been the mixture of failures and suc-
cess in the past, the less conservative planners considered
that redevelopment, closer settlement near the city centre,
and town house developments in both new and older suburbs
would be more common in the future. An important factor
which would influence these trends would be the effect of
raising the mortgage interest rates for government em-
ployees. Until 1984 those government employees who were
Housing Commission tenants and who wished to purchase a home
had the choice of either buying their own or another Housing
Commission house at a very favourable mortgage interest rate
or else going into the open market, choosing what they
wanted and paying normal rates of interest for it. It is
hardly surprising that most of them settled for the suburban
three or four bedroom houses on quarter-acre blocks which
were what the Housing Commission had to offer. This ex-
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pressed merely their preference for cheap money, not necess-
arily their taste in housing. As the rise 1in govermment
employee mortgage interest rates is gradually phased in,
these home-buyers may well be induced to buy or build for
themselves a more varied style of housing. The attractions
of being close to the city and enjoying views and parks and
gardens of the older inner city suburbs might then, in a
higher proportion of cases, tilt the scales toward town-
houses and other forms of medium density dwelling.

There are public as well as private costs to be faced
as redevelopment and infill development increases population
density in inner suburbs. Parking spaces are scarce. Over-
crowding of streets by kerb-side night-time parking is the
reason given for the rejection of applications for more
medium density developments near Fannie Bay. At Stuart
Park, another inner suburb where there appear to be good
prospects for higher density, headworks, particularly sewer
pipes, are said to be inadequate to support more population
and would need to be replaced at high cost. Nevertheless,
the cost of improving these needed facilities in inner
suburbs would not be as great as the cost, properly
computed, of building and living in a new city 35 kilometres
down the track. One planner estimates that about 70,000
more people could be housed in the older areas of Darwin,
fairly close to the central business district. Parts of the
city which are likely to attract higher density residential
development include Parap and Larrakeyah. As well, the
canal-style residential blocks in Frances Bay could, if
properly planned and zoned, accommodate a considerable
population. The opening up of a third city down the Stuart
Highway from Palmerston as envisaged in the Darwin Structure
Plan ought to be postponed as long as possible, in the
opinion of the less conservative planners. This would
enable closer settlement within Darwin to take place, along
with the development of Palmerston, and would, in their
opinion, lead to a more interesting, lively city life. How-
ever, the land use patterns which have already been estab-
lished, and the social and political preferences which
support them, will make such developments difficult.
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Chapter Six
COORDINATION AND LEADERSHIP

Coordination in government policy-making is not neces-
sarily a good thing. Too much of it can be a recipe for
dull, meaningless, static policies, the lowest common
denominator of interdepartmental agreement. Yet, especially
at the implementation stage, policy benefits from prior
interdepartmental consultation, compromise and consensus.
In the absence of a modicum of coordination, typical foul-
ups happen: newly paved streets are ripped up to put in the
sewer pipes; a new housing estate fills up with people but
there 1s no way to transport them economically to work,
school, shops or the bright lights.

In most parts of Australia, wurban development in
general, and housing policy in particular, give us examples
of both kinds of failure, of too much and too little
coordination. In Victoria, Jean Holmes (1980) finds, after
studying the period of eighty years since federation that
only in the late 1960s and 1970s was there a coherent State
policy for urban development and even then it was baulked at
the administrative 1level by the stubborn independence of
multiple statutory authorities each with its own
jurisdiction and interests to defend. In Sydney as Martin
Painter (1981) has shown, there were again too many agencies
and 1little coordination, though occasionally one strong
special purpose authority would gain enough power to coerce
or ignore others.

Sometimes the ascendancy of the agency would result in
decisions for change; mostly it led to decisions for no
change, which is also a policy of a sort, though not often a
satisfactory one. Coordination for positive action 1is a
rarity in the recent history of urban and housing policy-
making in Australia.

Much has been written about the strength and success of
the South Australian Housing Trust at various times since
the 1950s. Certainly some things have gone right in South
Australia in the development of city services, in land use
management and in providing in some locations a balanced
supply of public and private housing for sale and, for rent.
And certainly the SA Housing Trust and the Ministers who
gave it support deserve credit for part of this success.
Other departments also share the credit. Needless to say,
there have also been lapses and failures, confusion and
competition among agencies and stalemate as a result. That
Adelaide in particular, and a few of its suburbs and
satellites, and a few of the country centres give an
impression of being pleasant places to live and work is per-
haps partly the result of successful policy, carried out in
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a coordinated fashion, and partly the result of geographic
good fortune and small populations growing at not too rapid
rates.

In the early stages of interviewing departmental
officers and officers of statutory authorities in Darwin it
-appeared that there were problems of coordination or the
lack of it in planning. and carrying out housing policy
and urban land development. The impression given was that
consultation among the responsible officers of the
separate authorities and departments occurred later in the
process than it ought to, or did not occur at all.
Developing new suburbs or redeveloping established ones are
complex projects involving a need for consultation and
coordinated action by at 1least the road construction
authority, road traffic authority, public transport
authority, the Housing Commission, the Lands Department, the
electricity and water and sewerage authorities, the pro-
viders of education, health services and community welfare
services, land development and building contractors,
providers of finance, local government and community groups,
to name just the obvious ones and in no particular order of

priority. If one of the government agencies 1is the
initiator, there 1is a need for prompt response from the
others. Delay can increase costs and risks for all

participants.

When agencies have power to act independently they may
negotiate with each other on a one-to-one basis, which takes
time, or in an inter-agency committee, which will usually
frustrate the participants, and may be incapable of taking a
final decision without referring matters back to the
agencies or up to the Cabinet. The whole process tends to
move at the pace of the slowest agency. As well, each tends
to avoid upsetting the others by avoiding plans which the
others would see as unconventional or threatening. Land use
patterns and housing designs are dominated by what is
familiar in the experience of most participants rather than
by landforms, the climate, the structure and mobility of the
population or other local conditions.

The emergence of one dominant authority is the usual
answer to these problems. Then at least there is the
possibility of a final answer to the dilemmas of
development, an end to delay, a definite point of view, a
predictable bias. Even so, the dominant agency will tend to
keep its authority only if it anticipates where strong
objections may come from, and it will therefore tend by
self-censorship to exercise its power in the direction of
bland, unobjectionable policies with a minimum of
unfamiliarity about them. In a place such as Darwin, where
many of the decision-makers learned their professional and
vocational skills in southern Australian cities, there is an
almost irresistible tendency to repeat southern patterns.
It would take very strong leadership indeed if this outcome
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were to . be avoided. It is a paradox that in young
communities, with .new frontiers to conquer and the
appearance of unfettered opportunity, caution takes charge
and people seek the security of familiar solutions even
though they may be inappropriate to the surroundings.
Fortunately, moments of boldness do occur, but symptoms of
its frequent absence also abound. They include
conventional, derivative, off-the-shelf designs producing
replicas of southern city suburban environments in which
some of the problems of tropical 1living appear to. be
aggravated and many of its opprtunities are missed; three
and four bedroom bungalows on 800 sg. metre blocks, built
for nuclear families but eventually occupied by mixed
households sharing them but frustrated by the 1lack of
separate accommodation at prices they can afford; multiple-
dwelling townhouse and apartment developments showing no
sign of sensitivity to the local environment; -rental scales
skewed downwards in favour of government employees but
upwards against renters not in government employment (a
policy now no 1longer in .force but only gradually being
phased out); a central business district which dies at
night, and suburban shopping centres which are thronged for
a few hours and empty for the rest of the week; a harbour
which 1is mainly seen across an industrial wasteland and is
not yet the focus of a maritime city in touch with its
neighbours, sharing the South East Asian region's dynamic
economic growth.

Inter-agency Coordination

As well, however, there are some signs that leadership
and coordination have occurred at critical moments in the
past. There 1is Palmerston, which although it may not be
everyone's cup of tea has plenty of vigour about it and some
very good features which could have happened only under an
authority with power to plan and to get the co-operation and
consent of other authorities. Another piece of 'soft' evi-
dence, the kind that comes from hearsay rather than obser-
vation of tangible facts, 1is that the Lands Department, its
permanent head and senior officers, are said by other active
participants 1in the housing policy field to have taken the
leading role in many major decisions and to have been the de
facto coordinators of wurban development within the
Territory's administration. However, such leadership is
very much a matter of personalities and changes at the top,
both in the Lands Department and in other agencies, could
remove some of the Department's power. Also the relative
strength of Ministers affects the ability of a Department to
exercise leadership within the administration. When Mr
Everingham was at the helm as Chief Minister other Ministers
were of less significance. It remains to be seen whether
that pattern will persist. Nevertheless, up to the late
months of 1984 there was no doubting the Lands Department's
ascendancy. For example, in the manoeuvering within the
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public service over the Industrial Development Corporation's
ambition to control its own housing as a part of the
incentive packages it could offer to industrial investors,
the Lands Department was able to 'knock them off' and retain
authority for itself and the Housing Commission, which for
most purpose it regards as one of its vassals.

There 1is a Joint Planning Group, an interdepartmental
Committee of senior officials which is meant to coordinate
land development policies and their implementation, but a
strongly coordinated approach is not likely to emerge from
discussion in the Joint Planning Group. It depends on there
being a dominant authority, 1led by a strong personality.
The Lands Department has been in that position within the
Joint Planning Group most of the time. 1In the future it may
be difficult for it to remain in that position, in view of
the increasing challenge from local government, backed by
the government's proclaimed policy in favour of
decentralisation and devolution of authority. What remains
uncertain, however, is whether this policy 1is merely
rhetoric. In the meanwhile, Lands Department leadership in
planning is acknowledged by the other authorities which
provide components of the land - services - housing package,
the physical basis of the urban community. In the Joint
Planning Group, for example, the chair is occupied by the
Director of the Planning and Development Division of the
Department of Lands, the other members of the Group being
officers representing the NT Electricity Commission,
Telecom, and the Roads and Water Divisions of the Department
of Transport and Works.

Next to be considered as a possible source of coordi-
nation 1is the Northern Territory Planning Authority. By
title, it seems to be the body to which one would look for a
comprehensive overview of all the components which the
government and private sector must provide to produce an
urban community; but in practice its role is much narrower
than its title suggests. It is concerned with approval of
applications for permission to build, and must decide
whether these applications are consistent with existing
zoning and building regulations. It comes into the planning
process at a relatively late stage, after basic decisions
have been taken by other public authorities and by private
developers. Its views, however, cast a shadow before them.
Other participants to some extent govern their actions by
anticipating what the Planning Authority will or will not
approve.

The Northern Territory Planning Authority 1is, by
statute, independent of the various departments and their
Ministers, and its members take some pride in having crossed
swords with the Lands Department from time to time.
However, when it needs staff resources for research or
statistical support the NTPA 1is dependent on Lands
Department personnel. Its independence therefore relies
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very much on the knowledge and clout which the Authority
members themselves, and in particular the Chairman, can
bring to the task.

The Chairman considers that NTPA should have its own
small staff so that it can serve as a check on the Lands
Department and other proposers of development schemes.
Although a provision for it to have its own staff was
included in the original bill, this clause was later deleted
by an amendment. As well, the NTPA has no budget and is
unable to retain private sector planning consultants.

The NTPA has different membership 1in each region.
There are three members including the Chairman who are
Territory appointees and who sit as members of all eight
regional authorities. The rest of the members in each
region are local government representatives chosen by the
Territory government from a list of nominees proposed by the
local government Council or Councils in the region.

The NTPA has no direct input into decisions which
determine what land will be developed, where, when and for
what purpose. Once these decisions have been made (and the
Lands Department plays a dominant part fn them) the NTPA
deals with applications for development and decides whether
they conform or not to zoning and planning requirements.
However, in some cases where the zoning has been decided in
advance by the Department, it turns out to have been
impractical in the NTPA's opinion, and NTPA will decide to
give permission at variance with the Department's plan.
Thus NTPA manages sometimes to affect what happens on the
ground, even though it has little say at the outset.
Undoubtedly, however, NTPA's long-standing preferences for
wide road allowances, large blocks in R1 zones, separate
gardens for housing units, 1limited numbers of one bedroom
flats in any flat development and the like, have exerted a
conservative influence on  housing development in the
Territory, and in Darwin in particular. Whether that has
been to the wultimate benefit of the city is a matter of
opinion. NTPA would argue that its preferences have been
beneficial and have been supported by the solid citizenry
(by which 1is usually meant the non-transient, property-
owning householders) of the Northern Territory.
Nevertheless, since the NTPA's mode of intervention is, by
statutory necessity, a responsive rather than an initiating
one, it can delay development but cannot make it happen. As
is often the case when many agencies act together, there are
many who can veto but few who have the acknowledged
authority to. lead, and NTPA is not one of the latter.

The Palmerston Development Authority is at once the
prime developer, the local government pro tem and the
Planning Authority for its area. It can therefore
coordinate some of the functions which in other areas are in
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the hands of separate, single purpose authorities. The .so-
called 'core team' within the PDA's staff takes the lead.

The core team plans what is to be provided, when, where
and how. It consults with the providing authorities. Only
at intervals, such as once a month, does the' 'extended team’
meet. It includes representatives of the service providing
authorities, but policy is not discussed at these meetings.
Information is passed on and decisions are endorsed. If it
happens that there is a disagreement or deadlock between the
core team and one of the service providers, it is taken to
the Authority (meaning the Chairman and members) for
decision. Even the suggestion that this be done is usually
enough to lead to ‘a resolution of the difficulty at a lower
level. It has seldom been necessary to refer a dispute to
the Authority for decision. The existence of this referee
insures that coordination does occur.

Within PDA, coordination and efficiency are assisted by
the fact that the core team and the whole staff are small in
numbers. The National Capital Development Commission in
Canberra, by way of contrast, is much larger. Admittedly it
has broader functions, but it is not currently providing as
many allotments as Palmerston does, and it has about ten
times the staff. A recent deputation from the ACT Assembly
visited Palmerston and compared what it saw very favourably
with NCDC's work.

The Palmerston Development Authority in 1984 was in the
third year of its five year life. It is scheduled to disap-
pear in 1986, turning its functions over to local government
authorities which are already taking shape. There were, by
late 1984, 2,000 residents: 50,000 are planned for, but
the rate at which 1land is developed and released will
depend on demand.

The effort of the Lands Department and the government
as a whole has been to promote Palmerston's development as
the next urban nucleus in the Darwin region. However, the
preferences of home-seekers push the city outwards in other
directions as well. Humpty Doo is a case in point.

It competes directly with Palmerston as a home site,
being only another 18 kilometres away from the city centre.
Lands Department planners would like to postpone or even
discourage its development as an urban nucleus for at least
the next fifteen years, but they have not quite been able to
do so, in view of the pressures exerted by the market. Land
owners wish to subdivide and sell. Buyers looking for home
sites they can afford, in the bush but near enough to a vil-
lage, bid for any blocks that come up for sale. The Lands
Department has been forced to put its money into Humpty
Doo's urban improvements, as the following items from the
Department's 1982/83 Annual Report indicate:
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Humpty Doo Village Centre -

Stage 2 Capital works 1982/83 - $ 931,240
Humpty Doo:

New works approved

- trunk reticulated sewer 930,000

- complete roadworks 100,000

Thus, even the strongest authority among the numerous
government agencies involved is sometimes unable to do more
than merely respond to outside pressures.

The Northern Territory Housing Commission might perhaps
have been considered the ideal agency to occupy the .
coordinator's position among the agencies involved in
housing policy, but at the staff 1level at 1least the
prevailing perception is that it has been a follower rather
than a leader. It has responded to initiatives taken higher
up in the bureaucratic 'pecking order’'. Sometimes it has
not even been told until after major decisions have been
made elsewhere in the system, or so members of staff
believe. Perhaps, however, they are not in the perfect
position to judge:; Commission members, especially the
Chairman, may be party to discussions which they are not at
liberty to disclose even to their senior staff.
Nevertheless, it does seem probable that the NTHC has been
seen, at top bureaucratic levels, primarily as a policy-
implementing agency rather than as a policy initiator.

NTHC nevertheless c¢an influence 1land development
design. It is one of the organisations which is required to
be given an opportunity to comment before a land development
is approved. However, it sometimes is unable to, or fails
to take advantage of this opportunity, perhaps because the
developing authority (e.g. the Palmerston Development
Authority) wants comments at a certain time, but the NTHC is

not ready to give - -them at that time. NTHC may not realise
what the difficulties are with a particular subdivision
until after it has been approved. It is at the stage when

the Housing Commission wants to buy the land and build on it
that some problems of design become apparent.

A second way in which NTHC can influence 1land use
design is through the direct purchase of blocks. Since NTHC
buys some and rejects others, the private developer comes to
realise that some sorts of blocks suit Housing Commission
needs and others do not. For example, NTHC does not buy
'battle axe' blocks, blocks to which access is by a long
right of way which the owner or occupier seldom maintains,
leaving the Housing Commission no alternative but to
maintain it. NTHC has a 'l9-metre circle' standard. If a
19-metre circle can be fitted onto a block, any NTHC house
design can be fitted onto the block allowing for the
required setbacks. Blocks onto which a 19-metre circle
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cannot be fitted can still be used, but a special design
will be needed. Rules of thumb, or operating standards such
as these come to be known by other participants in the
process and exert an influence on what is proposed. 1In this
way even an agency which plays a secondary role in the
policy process can virtually veto certain possible lines of
development, by anticipation on the part of others as to
what it will insist on. Such rules of thumb or operating
standards then tend to become part of the common folklore
of the bureaucracy, and often survive in the minds of
officers of other agencies long after the originating agency
has changed its mind about them. Coordination then requires
a dramatic assault on the folklore and on the assumed
knowledge of officers who are at the far ends of
communication networks.

Housing design standards and approaches adopted by the
Housing Commission are perceived by other observers to have
improved greatly in recent years. For example a multiple
unit development at Malak is cited as evidence of excellent
current work being done by the Commission, or in many cases
being commissioned by NTHC from independent architects.
There are still frequent criticisms also. Sometimes these-
reflect only ill-informed frustration on the part of persons .
not dealing directly with the real issues of financial
constraints and Commonwealth State Housing agreement
limitations. For example, it is said that the houses which
NTHC builds on the ground on concrete slabs are too hot; but
where is the extra money to build elevated houses to come
from? The private builder, selling on the open market, can
sometimes produce a more pleasing result, but is the price
comparable? It may well be higher, with extras paid for at
the beginning rather than added slowly over time.
Coordination of policy and synchronising of service
provision among a large number of participating government
agencies and private enterprises sometimes is impeded by
prejudices based on ignorance, misinformation or
misunderstanding of the mission an agency is called upon to
fulfill. Public sector agencies often are aware of the
scorn with which they are regarded by private enterprise
ideologues, and the necessary cooperation between private
and public enterprise may be difficult to achieve for this
reason. Prejudices tend to break down when cooperating
agencies and enterprises get to know each other's problems
better, but the housing field, especially in the Northern
Territory, 1is plagued by high turn-over of public sector
participants. Prejudices reassert themselves when customary
interaction is interrupted by the appearance of strangers.
Frontier cities are like that.

Another source of frustration is that trust is placed
in information from a source close at hand, and information
from an outside source 1is sometimes distrusted. For
example, in the ©planning of the Sanderson suburb it was
important that there should be close cooperation between the
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Department of Education and all the other participants so
that an appropriate number of high school places would be
provided. The Education Department's projections, and those
of other participating agencies, were at odds with the
information which was available to community members and
observers. People who knew how many Grade 7 pupils there
were in the local primary schools, and who were tuned in to
the parents' views about transporting pupils to high schools
at a distance, were strongly convinced that a high school
needed to be built in Sanderson from the start, but this was
resisted sternly at the official and political levels until,
at the last moment, election-time politics intervened and
a high school was ‘hastily built. The unwillingness of
officials to recognise that their forecasts were badly
based, bearing in mind social realities, owed something to
the fact that the issue was promoted at the party political
level, and information from opposition sources was
distrusted. Since then, a Population Projections Group has
been formed; it is an interdepartmental committee of
officials who, having assessed likely development projects,
prepare a set of projections which serve as a common basis
for government planning. Needless to say, these figures can
still be wrong, but at least they will be consistent, and
there is a good chance, too, that they will be closer to
being right because the bias of gung-ho development-minded
agencies may be offset by scepticism from agencies with less
to gain from growth.

Territory/Local Government Relations

Not only are people and agencies territorial in their
behaviour, defending the boundaries of their jurisdictions,
but this behaviour is intensified when dealing with another
level of government, be it the commonwealth or local govern-
ment. Take the latter example first: the Darwin City
Council,. proud of 1its role in the community, is keen to
assert its independence of the Territory government, though
anxious also to cooperate in every way that would advance
the interests of its citizens as the Council perceives those
interests. Territory government departments sometimes find
themselves at odds with the Council.

The Council operates in an environment dominated by the
newness and vigour of the Northern Territory government and
is in friction with Territory authorities at several points
which are vital to the orderly development of appropriate
housing in the city. For example, the city council has
maintained for a long time its stand in favour of 800 sq.
metre blocks with single dwellings on them in Rl residential
zones, and against erosion of those standards. The interest
being served here is that of established owners, supported
by a perception or assumption that in the long term the best
sort of community is promoted by these standards. While
these -views are mirrored in important areas of the Territory

4
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administration, there are as well individuals and even
agencies within the Territory administration who see things
from a different perspective, namely that of the under-
housed, disadvantaged groups in the community. Of course,
neither the City Council nor its staff are monolithic in
their attitudes; pluralistic influences are exerted within
the civic government and the local political processes which
support it; but the typical situation until very recent
times has been one in which the Territory government puts on
pressure for certain changes and the city council resists.
Coordination is maintained, but not without difficulty.

The potential friction between Territory and City is
illustrated by the gquestion of property taxes and the rates
the City is allowed to charge. The Territory government, in
its Housing Commission manifestation, is one of the City's
principal ratepayers. As the City's administrators see it,
the Housing Commission is a 'good citizen', 1is easy to deal
with as a major property owner, pays its taxes and does not
put undue pressure on Council over the setting of rates. On
the other hand, the NT government, perhaps reflecting the
Housing Commission's interest in the northern suburbs, is:
reluctant to give the Council the power to charge
differential rates or even a minimum rate. The Council is
required, under the Local Government Act, to apply a uniform
rate on Unimproved Capital Value. Naturally this means high
rates per block close to and within the Central Business
District, because blocks are very valuable there. One
thousand dollars per block per annum would not be unusual in
inner suburbs. In the northern suburbs, on the other hand,
less than two hundred dollars per block would not be
unusual. If a minimum rate of, say, two hundred and fifty
dollars were to be charged, it could affect a large number
of Housing Commission properties. In any case, for
understandable political reasons, Members of the Legislative
Assembly have been resistant to suggestions from the Darwin
City Council that the basis of rating be changed.
Nevertheless, City administrators hoped that a change in the
Act might be put through in 1984 or 1985 in time for the
1985-86 financial year.

Relations with the Lands Department, its Planning
Division, and the NT Town Planning Authority, on the other
hand, are not what Council would like them to be. Council
has no planning powers. Although there are four aldermen on
the NTPA panel which deals with Darwin, they are appointed
to it in their own right. Council is not empowered to
instruct them. If they disagree with the views of Council's
majority they are free to do as they please. Council
nominates six aldermen, from whom the NT government selects
four for appointment. The Council is seeking devolution of
planning powers, but this 1is being resisted. The
government's policy is to move toward devolution and  toward -
increasing the power of 1local government, but self-
government in the Territory is still fairly new, and the

?
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transfer of power to local government may take quite a
while. : :

Another area in which devolution is sought is public
health. Council inspectors do not at present enforce laws
concerning food, garbage and sanitation as local government
inspectors elsewhere in Australia generally do. The Council
would 1like to appoint a senior public health officer in
anticipation of a transfer of power over public health.

A third area in which devolution is sought is road con-

struction and maintenance. The NT Department of Transport
and. Works still looks after six main roads running through
Darwin. Darwin sought transfer of this responsibility to

its own roads and engineering staff, but discussions broke
down in the early months of 1984. The Department maintained
that some of the other, smaller local governments in the
Territory were not yet ready to handle responsibility for
major roads running through their area. Unless
responsibility could be transferred to all local
governments, the Department was not in favour of trans-
ferring it to any of them, though it was not opposed to de-
volution 'in principle’'. The result is that at present
maintenance crews from both authorities, the Department and
the Council, travel over each other's roads but do not stop
to repair a fault that is the other's responsibility, and
they may not even report such faults if they notice them.
However, there is fairly good cooperation at officer level,
even though Council has no representation in the
Department's road maintenance planning processes.

In urban land development matters, there have been a
few sensitive 1issues in the relations between the Council
and the NT government. For example, the Myilly Point
Development project, a multi-million dollar complex of
hotels and villas associated with the reorganized Mindil
Beach Casino, was all planned and announced before
consultation at a formal 1level took place between the
Council and the government authorities handling the matter.
This 1is perhaps wunderstandable. The government would
naturally want to keep the project secret until it was ready
to make the announcement. Nevertheless, the project, if it
goes ahead, will have an enormous impact on Council's
activities and services; consultation will have to be
intense to make up for the lack of it at an earlier stage.

In connection with the Trade Development Zone proposal,
Darwin City Council wants to have the city's boundaries ex-
tended to include the land where the Trade Development Zone
is to be located. This land is between the city's present
boundaries and Palmerston. The NT government recently
conducted a study of the Darwin rural area with a view to
deciding what sort of local government it should have. Many
of the people living in the country south and east of Darwin
would rather not have any local government at all, and thus
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avoid paying rates. This is holding up the proposal to
incorporate some sort of rural municipality. If there is no
rural municipality capable of servicing the Tr ade
Development Zone, then the remaining options would be to
leave it in an unincorporated no-man's land, incorporate it
as a separate entity on its own, add it to Darwin or add it
to Palmerston. Darwin has already put forward its claim,
but no decision had yet been made in late 1984.

In spite of the fact that there are several unresolved
issues on which the City Council and various government
authorities disagree, relations between the city and the
Territory are generally good, and such friction as occurs is
no more than one would expect, a normal part
of intergovernmental relations. From the examples given it
will be apparent that a shift is under way from an earlier
phase when the Territory led and the City sometimes
reluctantly followed, to a new phase in which the City has
ideas and projects of its own, and administrative officers
ready and willing to take on new responsibilities. The
implications of this for future housing policy may be quite
profound; however, at the stage reached by late 1984 it was
still, on the whole, correct to regard the Territory
government and its agencies as the leaders and the probable
source of coordinating initiatives if these were to succeed
at all. What will be interesting to watch will be the
capacity of some Councils to control those of their members
who are appointed to the various regional panels of the
Northern Territory Planning Authority. Since they have the -
numbers on these panels, a united stand by local councillors
and a dogged assertion of NTPA's authority to veto a
development by refusing planning permission could lead to a
different balance of power from that of recent years when
the Lands Department has been dominant.

Local governments, which have majorities of members on
the various panels of the Town Planning Authority, generally
want large lot sizes, wide road allowances and the 1like.
The Lands Department points out that the government 1is
already subsidising the cost of developed land, and that
these preferences on the part of Council members inevitably
cost money which someone else has to find, not local
governments. If Councils insist on very low density
requirements, the government could threaten to withdraw the
subsidy, 1in order to bring home to them the cost of what
they are doing. In effect they are trying to impose their
wishes at government expense or at the expense of home
buyers.

Nevertheless it 1is government policy to encourage
devolution in planning and to give the 1local councils
greater authority. It will be a struggle for the Lands
Department to exercise a countervailing influence in future.
It will depend on personalities.
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Territory/Commonwealth Relations

Looking next at the interaction between the governments
of the Territory and the Commonwealth we find many points at
which housing policy can be jeopardised by a failure of co-
ordination, but also examples of energetic leadership. of
the latter, the outstanding instance must be the work of the
Darwin Reconstruction Commission (DRC) between early 1975
and the completion of its mission in 1977. The DRC did not
do the whole job of reconstruction on its own; on the
contrary, it was responsible for a minority of the restored
and new dwellings in that period; but it undoubtedly gave an
urgency to the project which set the pace-for the others,
and it had undoubted ascendency in the administrative
politics of reconstruction because it had funds and the ear
of the Commonwealth government, in spite of the occasional
sparks flying between General Stretton, its director, and
most of the authorities involved in Canberra.

Intransigence on the part of Commonwealth authorities
would be well illustrated by the Defence Department's firm
grip on the land it holds in Darwin. Other authorities,
both within the Commonwealth family of agencies (e.g. the
Cities Commission) and in the Territory's administration,
would have liked to prise Larrakeyah out of Defence's grip,
or the airport, or the sites of its communication facilities
to the north of Palmerston, or the navy's signals site in
Winnellie. In 1984 there were apparently quite hopeful
negotiations in progress for the transfer of land at the end
of Bombing Road from the Commonwealth to the Territory, with
a view to its development for housing and other <civilian
purposes, a sign that the Defence Department is not
immovable; but this was an exceptional case. In general,
Defence has held on to its own, knowing that there is budget
resistance to buying new land for defence purposes, so that
the Department has slim chances of replacing any land that
it gives up.

Despite this intransigence, Defence has been a cooper-
ative and helpful ally of the Territory government on
several 1issues, and has contributed its share to at least
some of the physical infrastructure and social development
of Darwin. But for its interest in the airport, and in
meteorological and other defence related services for the
Top End, Darwin and the Northern Territory as a whole would
have been less well served than they have been. The high
quality of armed services housing at the RAAF base for
example, though it may cause some envy, nevertheless sets a
standard for the rest of the community to aspire to. City
services are notably better in these areas than in nearby
civilian streets. Garbage collection, for example, happens
at an ungodly hour in Narrows Road but at a civilised hour
when . people are already awake on Bellara Street next to it
but inside the RAAF lines. This reflects perhaps the armed
services' ability to lobby city hall in their own interest,
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or perhaps the willing cooperation of city hall with a
useful and helpful. group of residents. The Housing
Commission also cooperates with the armed services. : If a
service person retires and decides to stay in-Darwin, he and
his family (or she and her family, if that is the case) can
apply to the Housing Commission for housing when they have
to leave their services accommodation, and will be placed at
or near the top of the list, with all their time as
residents in Darwin credited to them as waiting time for the
allocation of housing, on the ground that their service to
the community entitles them to this consideration - a policy
which could well be defended, but for which it would be
difficult to find parrallels in the civilian community.

Perhaps the most sensitive and vital of the Territory's
interactions with Commonwealth authorities are with the
Treasury and the Department of Finance. The Memorandum of
Understanding which is the basis of the Territory's finances
is a strong charter of entitlement for the Territory, and as
long as there is political support for it the Treasury and
Finance are held at bay. However, there is undoubtedly an
awareness in ‘these Departments in Canberra that in some
respects the Territory does quite well out of the financing
formulae it has negotiated. For example the NT Electricity
Commission 1is subsidised at the rate of $60 million per
year. On a per capita basis, this is a big contribution to
power costs and permits a level of usage which otherwise the
population could never afford. When cost-cutting exercises
are 1in vogue in Canberra, subsidies of that sort become
painfully conspicuous.

Another sensitive topic is the Commonweal th-State
Housing Agreement. The Northern Territory government in
1983-84 was concerned that the Commonwealth intended, in
revising the Commonwealth - State Housing Agreement, to put
the funding on a per capita basis. In January 1984, the NT
government got Dr Judy Yates, a housing economist £from
Sydney, to do a study which was later presented to the
Housing Ministers' Conference, to show how funding on a
needs basis would produce a bigger allocation to the
Northern Territory. The NT persuaded the Ministers at the
Conference to undertake a needs-based study - a housing
finance needs study - and this was to be done by the Grants
Commission as soon as it has finished the Relativities study
which 1is due to be completed in 1984-85. The NT Housing
Commission put its research resources at Dr Yates's disposal
and prepared much of the statistical information on which
her study was based. The Commission produces a computer
print-out showing state-by-state comparisons of such things
as average cost of buildings completed, housing authority
lending per capita, beneficiaries per capita of state
population, and a number of other indicators which, when
evaluated, interpreted and weighted, would be the foundation
of a formula for needs-based allocation of Commonwealth
housing funds, if the Ministers can be persuaded to adopt
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this principle. However, since there will be losers as well
as winners, adoption 1is not a 'certainty despite the
preponderance of Labor governments in 1985 and the ALP's
general sympathy with needs-based funding. In 1983-84 the
Commonwealth was providing approximately $30 million for
housing in the Northern Territory, including. Aboriginal
housing. On a per capita basis, this is more generous than
the allocations to the states..
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Chapter Seven
WINNERS AND LOSERS

In studying public policies an inevitable focus .of
interest is 'who gets what, when, how'. Policy-making is
not a =zero sum game in which one group's gains are
necessarily at the expense of others. But neither is it a
game in which everyone wins, or everyone shares equally in
the benefits and costs. The most successful, 1long-lasting
combinations of policies are ones from which the benefits
are widely and fairly evenly distributed; or else, if the
spread of benefits and costs is uneven, that uneveness
corresponds with what 1is considered right, proper and
legitimate according to the prevailing values in the
community. How did the various groups involved in Darwin's
housing policy see the scoreboard as it stood in 19842

Neither the Northern Territory government nor the
Commonwealth government would have considered themselves
winners on the housing front. The Northern Territory
government, though proud of its accomplishment was fearful
of losing some of the funding on which its housing policy
had depended up to that point. Unions concerned with the
interests of teachers and public servants were giving the
government a bad time over housing. The opposition, though
not a threat, Kkept needling the government over the high
ratio of tenants to owners and the lack of adequate
provision for needy groups. As for the Commonwealth
government, it was trying to reduce its deficit and was
making threatening noises about the relatively high per
capita 1level of financial support from Commonwealth funds
for Northern Territory residents. A particular target of
Commonwealth attack was the electricity subsidy, though
whether there would be biting as well as barking remained
uncertain. The fact that the Northern Territory House of
Representatives seat was won by Mr Everingham at the
November 1984 national election might well explain why there
was an open season for pot-shots at the Territory by Labor
Ministers in Canberra.

Darwin City Council appeared to be on a winning roll.
Not all of its hopes were being realised in 1984, but its
prospects for further gains seemed bright. The high cost of
spreading the city outwards would lead to an inevitable in-
crease in values of inner city and inner suburban property,
especially any vacant serviced building site or blocks suit-
able for redevelopment. Pressure would be put on the
Territory government to assist the city with necessary
upgrading of headworks and services to enable infill
development to take place. The City Council would fall
naturally into the role of mobiliser for such pressures, and
would 1look good to its client groups every time a gain was
made. '
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Up to 1984, one group of clear winners were.-the public
servants of the Territory, for whom both tenancy and
acquisition of a home were on favourable terms. However,
the palmy days were apparently coming to an end. They were
still a relatively privileged group compared with others,
but the loss of privileges previously enjoyed had given them
an unpleasant taste of what it feels like to be on the
losing end. Commonwealth public servants and personnel of
the armed services were probably better off in terms of
housing than any other group, though within that relatively
privileged group there was a considerable gap between the
levels of comfort available at the top of the range and
those available at the.bottom.

The poor ye have always with you, and in Darwin it is
no fun to be poor - perhaps less fun than in most other
parts of Australia because of the high cost of necessities,.
the difficulties of raising the price of escape, and the
mood of depression which some residents say sets 1in just
before the rainy season. Housing for low-income,
disadvantaged groups 1is scarce and expensive, and while
housing policies in the Territory are formed in part to help
the needy, there are also limits to the charitable impulse,
set by the probability that where housing is available the
itinerant poor will congregate. The other constraint on
charity 1is, of course, the perception on the part of
established property owners that the value of their
investment and the amenity of their surroundings will be
better preserved if the poor are kept at a distance: in this
respect, Darwin is like the rest of the world.

Among the winners, from Cyclone Tracy to 1984, were
those small builders,- real estate developers, investors and
speculators who put their money into housing in Darwin,
particularly into blocks of flats. They took risks, and
many of them worked very long hours under difficult
conditions, but by and large they were rewarded with big
returns, mainly in the form of tax free capital gains. Also
rewarded in the same manner were the home-buyers who got in
early enough and at a protected price level. Late comers
may not be so lucky. Darwin has a history of dramatic booms
and equally pronounced recessions.

Winners in a different sense have been the makers of
housing policy and the administrators who have carried it
out. They can see tangible results for their efforts.
There are frustrations, of course, in every field of public
sector administration. However, Darwin has grown
remarkably, and these people took a leading part in making
it happen. Careers have thrived, and although the work has
been challenging and difficult, when there is a shortage of
expertise and people have to extend themselves to their
limits and beyond, the rewards in terms of job satisfaction
must have been substantial. Of fsetting this gain would be,
in the minds of many, a sense of regret at chances missed
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and bold initiatives not taken. Darwin is not as good as it
could have been. It remains to be seen whether it can
become an attractive tropical city which will win the
admiration of the world. in the way that Sydney harbour does.

The losers, though they do not think of themselves in
that way, include in my opinion the suburban homebodies,
male and female, who live on their quarter-acre blocks, hop
in their cars to go to.the shops, watch their children drift
away, see glamour in television and think that life in a
Darwin three-bedroom house is just about as good as anyone
should hope for. It is a good life by comparison with what
others have. It is relatively safe, wholesome, possibly
even affluent. To make it more exciting, to stimulate the
suburban inhabitants to a sense of civic pride and an
insistence on excellence is a task for statecraft in the

decades to come. Housing policy could be the place to
start. .
However, that assessment 1is a subjective one. It

probably does not reflect the predominant values of Darwin's
political culture. As far as one can tell, the policies
being pursued in 1984 were a valid reflection of the
attitudes and preferences of the majority of the community.
There were challenges to the mixture and to the distribution
of the prizes, but such challenges came mainly from marginal
individuals and groups - from social workers, from a few
unconventional professionals, from individuals within the
public service, or from persons associated with the
opposition. Such groups and individuals have a long way to
go before prevailing attitudes are likely to change.
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