
A cting on the recommendation of the
Royal Commission into Aboriginal
Deaths in Custody , the Federal Gov-

ernment allocated funds to the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) to conduct a
national survey of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people. The survey com-
menced design in 1992 and went into the
field during early 1994. The first publication
from that survey, released in February 1995,
reveals some interesting information about
families and service usage (ABS 1995).

It is perhaps important for readers to
know whether the survey ‘worked’ –
whether it succeeded in both its design and
its questions to reflect and capture accu-
rately the cultural patterns of those who
answered. The Acting Australian Statistician
(ABS 1995) commented that a ‘close coop-
erative relationship between ABS and
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
led to a survey that was sympathetic to their
cultural values and priorities’, and his 
statement appears to be reflected by other
evidence. The response rate to the survey
was extremely good and the ABS used wide
consultation and advice as it went about the
task of collecting useable information.

Households and Families

According to the ABS survey, there are now
an estimated 86,400 Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander households containing 76,400
families.

Households

Compared with the Australian picture 
generally, indigenous households are more
likely to be family based, and multi-family. 

Family-based households
Indigenous households are less than half as
likely as non-indigenous households to 
contain no family. (A family is defined as a
couple with or without children, or a sole
parent with children.) In the indigenous
population in 1994, 12 per cent of house-
holds were non-family households, com-
pared with approximately 29 per cent of
non-indigenous households in 1992. In
1991 in Tennant Creek Town, 29 per cent of
households were non-family households; in
Tennant Creek Balance, by comparison,
only 8 per cent of households did not 
contain family.

Multi-family households
Indigenous families are more than five times
as likely as non-indigenous families to be
sharing with other families in the same

(Source: The law Handbook 1991: Your
Practical Guide to the Law in Victoria,
1991, Fitzroy Legal Service. pp.294–295.)

Q. “What is housework worth?”

A. The value of unpaid work in Australia
in 1992 has been estimated at $227.8 
billion, representing 58 per cent of the
level of gross domestic product. Unpaid
work consists of unpaid household work

and volunteer community work. These
activities constitute the major part of the 
(so-called) non-market sector which with
the market sector encompasses the total
economy of a nation. (Source: Unpaid
work and the Australian Economy, ABS,
Catalogue No. 5236.0). AIFS Contact:
Helen Glezer. Other Contacts: J.
Goodnow, School of Behavioural
Sciences, Macquarie University.
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NATIONAL CHILD PROTECTION CLEARING HOUSE
I would like to receive a questionnaire concerning 
my research or program activities.

Please add my name to your mailing list

Title Full name 

Organisation 

Address 

(Postcode) 

Phone Fax 

Send your application to:
National Child Protection Clearing House, 
Australian Institute of Family Studies, 300 Queen Street, Melbourne,
Victoria 3000 Australia.
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National Child Protection 
Clearing House 

The Institute’s Information
Service is also geared up to

serve the network of users from
the National Child Protection
Clearing House, which recently
became housed in the Institute.
Users include government offi-
cers, social service professionals, and the
general community of people concerned
about child abuse prevention. Three elec-
tronic databases are available to facilitate
queries in this area. One contains the net-
work of Clearing House members, another
is a database of recent or ongoing research,
while the third covers programs in use to
tackle the problem.

The National Child Protection Clearing
House serves as an interchange point for
information, research and initiatives in the
child abuse prevention field. It collects
and distributes information, and aims for a
two-way involvement with the commu-
nity concerned with child protection. To
participate in the work of the National
Clearing House join the mailing list – you
will receive two newsletters and two issues
papers free of charge each year.

Our National Clearing House
team is a blend of new and
existing Institute staff.

Carole Jean, Librarian, carries
out library technical services
associated with the National
Clearing House, provides pro-

vides information and responds to queries. 

Susan Fooks, Library Project Officer, works
on National Clearing House materials in the
Institute’s Australian Family & Society
Abstracts Database and the specialised
Clearing House databases, provides infor-
mation and responds to queries. 

Judy Adams, AIFS Library Coordinator,
has overall responsibility for the National
Clearing House project.

Anna Gemmell, Library Technician, pro-
vides interlibrary loan services and data
entry for the Clearing House.

Adam Tomison, a new member of the
research staff, carries out the Network-
ing/Outreach function, provides information
and responds to queries. Adam, who comes
to us from Monash University, has extensive
research experience in the child abuse area.

NATIONAL CLEARING HOUSE TEAM AT THE INSTITUTE

Photographed in the Institute’s Family Information Centre, from left to right: Carole Jean, Susan Fooks,
Judy Adams, Anna Gemmell, Adam Tomison.
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cent of family households were sharing with
another family; in Tennant Creek Balance, 23
per cent of family households were two or
three family households.

Characteristics

Compared with the Australian picture gen-
erally, indigenous households are more
likely to contain dependent children, be liv-
ing outside the capital cities, be headed by
one parent, have unemployed parents, be
living in crowded conditions, have limited
access to transport, and make less frequent
use of formal child care.

Contain dependent children
Children are a central and important part of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander life.
Seven in ten indigenous families contain
dependent children, compared with five in
ten non-indigenous families. Partly as a
result of higher birth rates and of higher
death rates, more than half of the indigenous
population is aged less than 20 years; in the
general population, by comparison, fewer
than one in three is aged less than 20 years.

Living outside the capital cities
Two thirds of indigenous people live outside
the capital cities, compared with around
one third of non-indigenous people. In the
1991 Census, twice the percentage of indige-
nous people (32 per cent) compared with
non-indigenous people (15 per cent) were
living in rural areas with population centres
of less than 1000 people.

Headed by one parent 
Approximately 29 per cent of indigenous
families with dependent children were one-
parent families, compared with around 18
per cent of non-indigenous families. How-
ever, there were regional variations: in the
ATSIC region of Rockhampton, 15 per cent
of indigenous families were headed by one
parent, while in Broome and Alice Springs
the figure was 40 per cent, and in Adelaide
47 per cent.

Have unemployed parents
Children in indigenous two-parent families
are approximately three times as likely as
children in non-indigenous two-parent fami-
lies to have neither parent working (around
three in ten indigenous children compared
with around one in ten non-indigenous 

children). Almost eight in ten children in 
indigenous one-parent families did not have
a parent working, compared with around six
in ten children in non-indigenous one-parent
families.

Living in crowded conditions
As suggested by the (above) figures refer-
ring to families sharing with other families,
indigenous households are likely to be
larger than non-indigenous households. In
the ABS survey, 14 per cent of indigenous
households living in the capital cities had six
or more residents; in the other urban areas,
20 per cent of indigenous households had
six or more residents, and in the rural areas,
one third of indigenous households had six
or more residents.

Limited access to transport
While there are no data to allow a compar-
ison to be drawn with the non-indigenous
community, the issue of access to transport
was one which came up frequently in the
survey, particularly for rural communities.

Less frequent use of formal child care  
Indigenous children aged under 13 years are
less than half as likely to be using formal
child care as the general population of chil-
dren of the same age. Most likely, this reflects
a lower use of pre-schools as well as of other
formal long- or part-day child care. Family
and friends were by far the major sources of
child care other than a parent. There was
some expressed need for further child care,
particularly after school care, family day care
and occasional care but the overwhelming
majority (80 per cent) of those parents who
did not currently use any formal child care
preferred to keep it that way.

Health Issues

Generally, the indigineous population saw
themselves as in good to excellent health,
with only 12 per cent saying that their health
was poor or only fair. The rates of poor
health reporting are somewhat higher than
in the community generally; for instance, in
the age range 25–44 years, 21 per cent of the
indigenous population described their health
as fair to poor, compared with 12 per cent
of the population generally.

Breastfeeding
Enormous differences were shown to exist
in frequency of breastfeeding of children 
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During the Royal Commission 

into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody in

the early 1990s, the paucity of 

comparative national data about 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

people was recognised. As a result,

Recommendation 49 of that enquiry

called for a ‘special national survey

covering a range of social, 

demographic, health and economic

characteristics of the Aboriginal 

population’. 

CHRISTINE KILMARTIN discusses of some of the findings of the 
resulting 1994 survey of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

National 
Aboriginal 
and Torres

Strait 
Islander 
Survey 
1994

household – 9 per cent of indigenous family
households were sharing, compared with around
1.5 per cent of non-indigenous family house-
holds. In Tennant Creek Town in 1991, 10 per



currently aged less than 12 years. In some of
the more remote areas like Derby, Jabiru,
Mount Isa and Broome, breastfeeding was
extremely common, with nine in ten children
under 12 having been nourished in this
way. In Tennant Creek, almost every child
was estimated to have been breastfed. In
other areas, such as Bourke and Wagga
Wagga, figures for breastfeeding were
around four in ten; in Ballarat, Adelaide
and the Torres Strait area, around five in ten
children under 12 had been breastfed. Given
the links with prevention of childhood 
illness, the figures in the more remote areas
indicate at least some protection being
offered to children who may have restricted
access to standard medical services.

Smoking 
One in two indigenous people aged 13 and
over is a smoker. There is far less regional
variation in this pattern than in, say, patterns
of breastfeeding (with the exception of Alice
Springs, Tennant Creek and Townsville,
where only about one third of persons aged
13 and over smoked). This overall rate is
higher than that for the Australian population
generally, where about one in three (aged 18
and over) smokes.

Alcohol and drug consumption
Three quarters of the population saw alco-
hol abuse as a problem, and one in two saw
marijuana abuse as a problem for the indige-
nous community. By comparison, petrol and
glue sniffing were seen by one in seven as a
problem. Almost half of the women and a
third of the men said that they did not drink
alcohol, but of those who did drink, most
had had one or more drinks in the previous
week. Alcohol and drug problems were seen
to be highest in the regional cities and towns
rather than in the capital cities or the rural
and remote areas. However, the percentage
in the indigenous community who had drunk
alcohol in the previous week was similar to
the percentage in the community generally,
despite perceptions to the contrary.

Health services

The survey found very high levels of satis-
faction with health services (eight in ten
said they were happy with local health 
services) and a high reporting of good health
(almost nine in ten reported their health as
good, very good or excellent). These find-
ings seem to contradict somewhat a host of
other studies reporting extremely poor health
conditions for numbers of indigenous peo-
ple. It seems apparent from this survey that
the links between health and alcohol abuse
are greater in the minds of the indigenous
community than are the links between health
and the performance of a local health service.
Supporting the indigenous communities as
they attempt to address the issue of alcohol
abuse is a prime policy focus suggested by
the survey. 

As is well known, successful strategies
have already been designed and imple-
mented by local communities. In Tennant
Creek, for instance, the idea of a night patrol
originated to allow the local indigenous com-
munity to take care of their own members
rather than having them caught in the web
of law enforcement. In the Australian Living

Standards Study conducted in the town, 
alcohol was seen as the major problem for
families in the town by both the service
providers and the families who took part in
the study. Over half of the responding
providers said that a great many families were
affected and 43 per cent of families saw it as
a major problem.The manager of the alcohol
treatment centre in Tennant Creek was
quoted as saying of the Aboriginal people
using the centre: ‘They need skills and work
as an option to drinking’ (Bulletin, 17 May
1994). The town has several alcohol pro-
grams in operation, including Living with
Alcohol, and the general response of the
providers interviewed was that support for
such programs was crucial to the rehabilita-
tion of those affected and that more support
was necessary.

Family Violence

There was greater uncertainty in people’s
answers to questions about family violence
than there was to questions about general
violence or crime, suggesting that such family
issues are often seen to be in the private
domain and not for general comment or
intrusion. Despite this, though, almost half of
all indigenous people (45 per cent) said that
family violence was a problem. Only a quar-
ter said it was not a problem, although almost
a third did not know.

When asked whether the police did a

good job in dealing with family violence,
over a third said they did not know but
around one in five said that the police
either did not understand the culture, were
too slow to respond, did not investigate
fully or other such reasons. On the other
hand, four in ten said the police did, or
sometimes did, a good job. In general, the
indigenous community did not seem to
think that police relations had improved
over the previous five years, for although
one in five thought that relations had
improved, one in five thought that relations
had deteriorated.

Culture and Language

The ABS survey provided some rich infor-
mation about cultural life and practices. For
instance, over the previous year, three in four
had attended at least one indigenous cultural
activity. Funerals were the most frequent
form of ceremony attended, particularly in
the rural areas. This reflects both the cultural
significance of the mourning period and the
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but in specific regions such as Tamworth,
Perth, Kalgoorlie, Jabiru and Wagga Wagga,
over three in ten of the indigenous work-
force had been unable to find work for at
least 12 months.

In the 1980s, Community Development
Employment Projects (CDEP) were estab-
lished to enable local communities to 
generate employment using voluntary par-
ticipation in the scheme. The aim of such
projects was to assist more remote commu-
nities to have access to jobs which benefited
the local areas and to create a pool of
income which the community could man-
age as a replacement for other benefits
which might have been received by individ-
uals. CDEP schemes have been in operation
in various communities for several years
now, and at the time of the survey, approxi-
mately a quarter of all employed persons
was working in a CDEP scheme.

This meant that for a quarter of the pop-
ulation, their main source of income was
from wages or salaries not associated with
CDEP, for a further one in eleven, their main
source of income was derived from CDEP
earnings, while half the indigenous com-
munity derived their income mainly from
government payments. More than one in ten
of all indigenous people aged 15 or more
had no source of income at all.
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higher death rates within the community.
About four in ten people had also attended
a festival in the previous 12 months, and the
figure was similar for those in the capital
cities, the other urban areas and the rural
areas.

More than eight in ten saw the role of
elders as important. Three quarters said that
they had a particular area which they identi-
fied as their homelands, and three in ten were
living on their homelands at the time of the
interview. No questions were asked about
the numbers who had been removed from
their original tribal lands onto reserves, but
the practice was widespread and gives these
figures even more significance. Six in ten
identified with a clan, tribal or language
group and more than a third had a place
where they could meet for cultural activities,
regardless of whether that place was a build-
ing or an open space. All of these indicators
point to a strength of culture, even though
one in ten of those aged 25 or older had been
taken away as children, either to live in hos-
tels such as Cootamundra /Kempsey /Retta
Dixon or to be adopted by non-indigenous
parents.

Eight in ten said that their main language
was English, but in the rural areas, where
patterns of living were not so disturbed by
early settlement of non-indigenous arrivals,
that figure dropped to six in ten. In the cap-
ital cities, almost no-one identified
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander lan-

guages as their main form of communica-
tion, although one in ten said that they had
difficulties with English. In the rural areas,
two in ten said that they had difficulties
with English, and one in three identified an
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander language
as their main language. (As well, some
spoke Aboriginal English or kriol.)

In the rural areas, most of those who said
that they had difficulties with English also
said that they would use an Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander interpreter service if it
were available.

Employment and Other Sources of
Income

Just under six in ten of all indigenous people
aged 15 or over were in the workforce at the
time of the survey. This is quite similar to the
figure for the non-indigenous community.
What differs between the two communities
most is the rate of unemployment (that is,
people who are in the workforce but cannot
find a job). And regional variations in unem-
ployment reflect some of the differing
opportunities for employment of Indigenous
workers. Overall, of all people wanting to
work, almost four in ten were unemployed
at the time of the survey and of those out of
work, almost half had been unable to find a
job for 12 months or longer. Western
Australia and Victoria were the States with
the highest long-term unemployment rates

Family Matters No.40 Autumn 1995 Australian Institute of Family Studies 43

Pi
ct

ur
e:

Ho
w

ar
d 

Bi
rn

st
ih

l


