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Empowering Aboriginal Communities—where to next? 

In May this year I’ll be speaking at the Empowering Aboriginal 

Communities conference, alongside Indigenous Waverly Greens 

Councillor Dominic Wy Kanak, after we were approached by the 

organisers to talk on the role that local government can play in 

helping Aboriginal communities build self-determination. 

We’ve also been asked to 

address the highly complex 

but important topic of 

where tokenism ends and 

where true empowerment 

begins.  Reflecting on the 

work that the City has done 

for Aboriginal communities I 

feel we have taken a good 

approach—I’m proud that 

our Aboriginal and Torres 

Straight Islander (ATSI) pan-

el genuinely and effectively 

seeks and acts on the advice 

from our ATSI communities 

and I’m proud of the ongoing work that we’re doing, in close col-

laboration with Aboriginal artists and knowledge keepers, to es-

tablish the Eora Journey, a series of artworks, walks and projects 

to celebrate Sydney’s first people in the public domain and create 

an local indigenous knowledge and cultural centre.   

However on the 14th of February this year I took to the streets of 

Redfern with several hundred other locals to mark the 10th anni-

versary of the death of TJ Hickey, a 17 year old Aboriginal boy 

who was impaled on a fence after being chased by police on his 

bike.  A decade on many in the community still feel he was pur-

sued only because of the colour of his skin and that those respon-

sible for his death were never bought to account.  I may be proud 

of the work the City’s done, but issues like this serve as a remind-

er that we’ve a  lot more work to do before Aboriginal communi-

ties are truly empowered. 

Welcome back for a new year!  The first Council meeting for 2014 looks like being a fairly quiet affair, but that’s probably a good thing as the 

state government has recently announced a number of initiatives that have the potential to seriously impact on the City, and these have 

been taking up a lot of my attention in recent weeks.  There’s the widely publicised changes to the Liquor Act, along with the much less 

widely publicised reforms to homelessness services and a parliamentary inquiry into public, social and affordable housing, an issue very 

close to my heart.    The City is also looking at supporting an important community energy conference and I’ve had the honour of being 

asked to speak at a major conference on empowering Aboriginal communities.  Looking forward to another good year.—Irene 

Government embarking on inquiry into alternative hous-

ing. 

One of the issues that I feel very passionately about, access to safe, ap-

propriate and affordable housing, has finally made it on to the radar of 

state parliament in 2014 after Greens MLC Jan Barham successfully 

moved for an inquiry into the issue.  As a result, parliament will this 

month be taking public submissions and then seeking expert evidence 

on the role that public and affordable housing plays in our society, the 

problems that it has and how these can be solved. 

This is great news as until now the sector has been resoundingly ignored 

by major party politicians, except for when they want to find an oppor-

tunistic media grab by being ‘tough on housos’.  Myself and many of the 

community groups I’m involved with have thus been writing extensive 

submissions over the last few weeks to try to shed some light on this 

important but often ignored issue. 

We’re hoping to highlight the value that public and affordable housing 

has for the whole community and to make the point that providing low 

cost housing doesn't just benefit the people that live in it.  It also bene-

fits businesses who have better access to workers in industries that are 

traditionally low paying, such as hospitality and retail, and benefits the 

rest of us by meaning such industries exist in places we most want 

them.  Sufficient public housing also keeps the prices of private housing 

lower than they otherwise would be and of course provides a place to 

live for some of societies most disadvantaged people. 

Oh course, as anyone who has followed my work on Council will know, 

there are plenty of problems with public housing in NSW and I’ll also be 

using my submission to draw attention to these.  Much of the state’s 

public housing stock is in very poor repair, with a recent audit noting 

that there is maintenance backlog worth $330 million.  I’ll be high-

lighting the fact that while fixing this may be expensive, not fixing it will 

be far more expensive in the long run as houses become unliveable and 

abandoned and residents’ health and safety starts to suffer (examples 

of both of which are readily available in Millers Point). 

I’ve got far more to say on this topic than can be fit into a newsletter 

but I’ll be placing my full submission on my website as soon as it’s com-

plete. While the deadline for submissions fast approaches on February 

28th I’d urge anyone concerned about the issue to check out the inquiry 

terms of reference and submit your own thoughts.   

Contact me  I’m always keen to hear from anyone with queries or sug-

gestions.  You can contact me on  idoutney@cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au or 9265 

9812. 

http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/Prod/Parlment/committee.nsf/0/68200E56DA33F640CA257C22001661A8?open&refnavid=CO3_1
mailto:idoutney@cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au


Seeking fairer solutions to alcohol fuelled violence 

2014 began for the City with a sudden burst of activity from the state government on alcohol fuelled violence. Starting this month we’ll 

see 1:30am lockouts and 3am closing of licenced premises in the CBD, Kings Cross and The Rocks, as well as new risk based licencing fees 

for venues.  Whether these responses are a fair and effective way to deal with the issue of alcohol fuelled violence is now the subject of 

intense debate amongst all sectors of the community. 

I personally feel that while these measures sound tough, the detail leaves sig-

nificant wriggle room, with government bureaucrats being able to arbitrarily 

exempt any venue from the rules and officials dropping hints that increased 

licenced fees for high risk venues may not amount to very much. 

Even if the package of new laws did have teeth many feel it’s the wrong way 

to approach the issue anyway.  Our Greens MPs would like to see meaningful 

resources put into enforcing responsible service of alcohol rules, as well as 

more effective late night transport—the new package suggests buses from 

Kings Cross to the City every 10 minutes late at night, but given that most nightride buses on weekends already leave the City full this is 

likely to just shift the transport shortage.  With people locked out and milling on the streets from 1:30 and ejected from venues en masse 

at 3 there’ll be complete chaos on the streets if transport isn’t improved dramatically.  The mandatory sentencing rules for specific types 

of violent crime are also worrying as represent political interference with courts and could see prison populations swell by 50%. 

There is also the concern that these reforms punish responsible party-goers and publicans for the actions of an irresponsible few and that 

Barry O’Farrell is jumping at headlines rather than tackling real issues.  Despite the fact that two young men have been tragically killed 

due to assaults in Kings Cross in the last two years the number of assaults on the streets has actually decreased slightly in that time. 

Ultimately the debate is far from over.  It remains to be seen in the coming months whether these new laws will work as intended or not 

and I hope all sides of the debate will be open to changing their views if needed as the situation becomes clearer.  While the bulk of the 

matters involved are state government responsibilities the City of Sydney will certainty be a major player as matters progress so as always 

I’m open to any feedback on how to approach the issue. 

Community energy on its way 

The City will this month debate giving a grant to an upcom-

ing conference on community energy, an idea I firmly sup-

port.  With the federal government succumbing to ever 

more environmentally destructive ideals as it tries to de-

stroy the carbon price and appoints a well known climate 

change denier to review our renewable energy target it is 

now being left to local communities to make up for a lack of 

leadership on this front. 

Community energy, whereby renewable energy projects are 

funded by groups of local people who then share in the 

profits of the energy sales, is fairly new in Australia, with 

only two projects currently operating.  However in some 

European countries community energy providers produce 

up to 60% of the national electricity supply and dozens more 

projects are in the early stages of development here, mean-

ing the sector has the potential to grow massively.  

As well as being a great way to get renewable energy pro-

jects up and running without the need for any one person 

investing significant funds they’re also a great way to con-

vince people to accept infrastructure like wind turbines in 

their communities.  I wouldn’t be surprised if cases of the 

highly dubious ‘wind turbine syndrome’ didn't drop off dra-

matically in communities where local people have a financial 

stake in the turbine’s success.  Community energy has a 

bright future in Australia and I hope this conference helps 

display that fact. 

Housing NSW to take over homeless services—improvements needed! 

Another reform announced by the state government in recent weeks is the 

plan to have home-

lessness services 

throughout the state 

centralised into a sin-

gle authority.  While 

there is potentially 

some sense in having 

a central contact 

point for all enquiries 

and calls for assis-

tance I am very con-

cerned that this central authority is to be run by Housing NSW (HNSW), the 

same department that have made such a mess of public housing over re-

cent years. 

As I noted in my article over the page, HNSW has an appalling track record 

when it comes to performing basic services and their customer service skills 

also leave much to be desired.  They have a habit of losing records, double 

handling tasks and being far too slow to deal with urgent matters.  While 

it’s a problem when public housing tenants are subjected to this, the prob-

lem becomes much more significant when applied to homeless people, 

many of whom have very complex needs—the Government’s own paper on 

the reforms notes homeless people can stop seeking help if some of their 

early experiences with intervention services don’t go well, and I worry that 

under these reforms bad experiences may become common place.  

It’s good to see homelessness getting attention from government, I just 

hope that those who they charge with managing it are up to the task. 

The streets of Kings Cross are crowded and sometimes dangerous late at 

night, is that now about to change? 


