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2 Statistical Information on Underlying Issues 

2.1 Education and Training 

SUMMARY 

Across a range of measures in the education sector there are major 
differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Victorians.  Starting 
with attendance at kindergarten where there are fewer Indigenous 
children enrolled (although in the last 3 years there has been an increase 
in numbers), through to the school sector where retention rates of 
Indigenous students (especially for Years 11 and 12) remain well below 
that of non-Indigenous students.  Whilst Indigenous students are still 
achieving at levels below non-Indigenous students, the improvements in 
attainment of Indigenous students are greater than those of non-
Indigenous students for Years 3 and 5.  In terms of meeting national 
benchmarks for reading, numeracy and writing, Indigenous students 
perform consistently lower and have lower levels of school attendance, 
although there are signs of improvement on some education indicators.  
Since 1991 there has been an increase in the number and percentage of 
Indigenous persons reporting having a post-school qualification. 

 

Enrolment at educational institutions 
According to the ABS Census figures (2004a), 10,644 Indigenous persons (42 per cent) 
were reported as enrolled in an educational institution in 2001.  Of those enrolled, 4,327 
persons (41 per cent) were enrolled at a primary school, 2,409 persons (23 per cent) were 
enrolled at a secondary school and 1,601 (15 per cent) were enrolled at a Technical and 
Further Education (TAFE) college or a university. 
 
This was an increase in enrolments across several types of educational institutions by 
Indigenous students from 10 years earlier when in 1991, 2,338 Indigenous persons (36 per 
cent of Indigenous enrolled persons) were enrolled in primary schools, 1,456 persons (23 
per cent) were enrolled in secondary schools and 730 (12 per cent) were enrolled in TAFE 
colleges or university. These figures indicate that there have been significant improvements 
for Indigenous students as shown in Table 2.1. 
 
In the non-Indigenous population, enrolment rates have remained relatively constant over 
the 1991, 1996 and 2001 Census periods.  The proportion of non-Indigenous persons 
enrolled in an educational institution was 25 per cent in 1991, 26 per cent in 1996 and 26 
per cent 2001. 
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Figure 2.1: Enrolment by educational institution (per cent) and Indigenous status, Victoria, 1991 – 2001 
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Note: Percentages do not total 100 as persons who did not indicate their Indigenous status are excluded. 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a).  
 

Table 2.1: Enrolment numbers by educational institution and Indigenous status, Victoria, 1991 – 2001 
 1991 

Indigenous 
1996 

Indigenous 
2001 

Indigenous 
1991 Non-
Indigenous 

1996 Non- 
Indigenous 

2001 Non- 
Indigenous 

Pre-school 441 491 594 60,849 58,145 67,135 
Infants/ Primary 2,338 3,495 4,327 379,329 400,971 407,199 
Secondary 1,456 1,755 2,409 318,458 313,622 325,373 
TAFE Colleges 384 628 964 89,041 103,433 113,851 
University or other 
Tertiary Institutions 

346 422 637 148,474 169,569 189,329 

Other 127 132 233 35,112 28,402 39,339 
Not stated 1,332 1,901 1,480 133,992 123,931 87,720 
Total Enrolled 6,424 8,824 10,644 1,165,255 1,198,073 1,229,946 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 



Section 2: Statistical Information on Underlying Issues 11 

Table 2.2: Enrolment (per cent) by educational institution and Indigenous status, Victoria, 1991 – 2001 
 1991 

Indigenous 
1996 

Indigenous 
2001 

Indigenous 
1991 Non-
Indigenous 

1996 Non- 
Indigenous 

2001 Non- 
Indigenous 

Pre-school 7 6 6 5 5 6 
Infants/ Primary 36 40 41 33 33 33 
Secondary 23 20 23 27 26 27 
TAFE Colleges 6 7 9 8 9 9 
University or other 
Tertiary Institutions 

5 5 6 13 14 15 

Not stated 23 22 15 14 13 10 
Total Enrolled 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 
 
For non-compulsory education, that is, the university and TAFE sectors, there has been an 
increased uptake of TAFE enrolment by Indigenous persons.  In 1991, 2 per cent of 
Indigenous persons were enrolled in a TAFE course.  This increased to 3 per cent in 1996 
and was 4 per cent in 2001.  
 
The trend shown in Figure 2.1 also occurred for Indigenous university or other tertiary 
institutions enrolments, but to a lesser extent, at 5 per cent of all Indigenous persons (15 
years and over) in 1991, 5 per cent in 1996 and 6 per cent in 2001. 
 
Of non-Indigenous enrolments the proportion in TAFE has been relatively stable, while for 
university or other tertiary institutions it was 13 per cent in 1991 rising to 15 per cent in 
2001. 

Kindergarten attendance 
The number and percentage of eligible four year olds enrolled in kindergarten is used to 
measure kindergarten attendance.  According to the DHS Aboriginal Services Plan Key 
Indicators Report June 2003 (2004a), attendance at kindergarten is considered an 
important factor in later educational success.  While it is difficult to accurately gauge the 
percentage, available data indicates that in many regions Aboriginal children are less likely 
to be enrolled in kindergarten than non-Aboriginal children.  However, the number of 
children identified as Aboriginal and enrolled at kindergarten has increased between 2000 
and 2003.  
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Figure 2.2: Kindergarten enrolments of  four year old Indigenous children, Victoria, 2000 – 2003 
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Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

Attendance at school 
Data on the Koori Attendance Project (reported on at the Aboriginal Justice Forum (AJF), 
April 2005) in 2004 for Victorian schools with more than one Koori enrolment has found 
that Indigenous students had higher levels of absenteeism over the year.  For Indigenous 
primary school students the mean number of days absent was 25.5, whereas non-
Indigenous primary students the average was 12.7 days absent.  The mean number of days 
absent for Indigenous secondary school students to Year 10 (over an entire year) was 35.1 
days.  This compares with the average for non-Indigenous students of 17.7 days.  The 
results for students in Years 11-12 showed the same trend.  

Retention at school 
The information obtained from the DE&T on Victorian school retention rates in the 
Government school sector is shown in Figure 2.3. For example, apparent retention Years 7 
– 12 refers to the Year 12 enrolment expressed as a proportion of the Year 7 enrolment 
five years earlier.    
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Figure 2.3: Apparent retention rates (per cent) of full time equivalent Years 7-10 and 10-12 students in 
Government schools, by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1993 – 2003 
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Apparent Retention Rates 10-12
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Source: Department of Education and Training (Unpublished data). 

 
As the apparent retention rates of Indigenous students tend to fluctuate over time due to 
the small number of Indigenous students in Victoria, caution is advised in interpreting the 
data.  Nevertheless, there are marked differences in the apparent retention rates between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students for Years 7-10 and Years 10-12 as shown in 
Figure 2.3. 
 
While there appears to be a gradual increase in the retention rates in Years 10-12 for the 
Indigenous students from 2000 (37 per cent) to 2003 (46 per cent), the rate for Indigenous 
students in Years 10-12 in 2003 was still only slightly more than half that of the non-
Indigenous students (80 per cent). 
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Figure 2.4: Transition rates (per cent) of full time equivalent Indigenous and non- Indigenous students 
in Government schools, Victoria, 2003 
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Note: Transition rates refers to the percentage of students who continue their schooling from one year to the 
next on the basis of enrolment numbers. 

Source: Department of Education and Training (Unpublished data). 
 
As shown in Figure 2.4, the transition rates for Indigenous students decline more markedly 
each year as they progress to a higher level of school education than non-Indigenous 
students.  Thus, of those Indigenous students who commenced in Year 7 in 1998, two 
thirds (64 per cent) of them stayed for Year 12 in 2003.  The pattern of transition rates for 
the non-Indigenous students in government schools is different – the transition rates 
remain very high and stable until Years 11 to 12. 
 
For the transition from compulsory to non-compulsory schooling (from Year 10 to Year 11), 
72 per cent of Indigenous students continue into Year 11, compared with 95 per cent of 
non-Indigenous students.  From Year 11 to 12 the gap increases considerably, with a 21 
percentage point difference between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students continuing 
into Year 123. 
 
Recent figures presented by DE&T at the AJF (April, 2005) show improving trends. In 2004, 
88 per cent of Indigenous students progressed from Year 9 into Year 10, up from 83 per 
cent in 2003.  This compares with a progression from Year 9 to Year 10 for non-Indigenous 
students of 96 per cent in 2004.  

                                                     
3  It should be noted that these figures do not take account of a range of factors, including students who repeat a year level 

or students who may move between schools or states/territories, nor do they take account of students who may have 
recommenced their studies or those students who transfer to other education and training providers, such as TAFE, 
according to the DE&T report.  
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Education Attainment 
Between 1994 and 2002, the education attainment of Indigenous Victorians (aged 15 and 
over) had increased considerably, according to the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Social Survey (2002).  The percentage of Indigenous Victorians with a 
certificate or diploma doubled from 15 per cent to 31 per cent.  For a post-school 
qualification, the percentage has more than doubled between 1994 and 2002 from 16 per 
cent to 37 per cent (those with a Bachelor degree or higher qualification rose from 1 per 
cent to 6 per cent).  
 

Figure 2.5: Education attainment (per cent), Indigenous persons (aged 15 years and over), Victoria, 
1994 and 2002 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2002a).  

Koori Open Door Education Program 
Victoria has four Koori Open Door Education (KODE) schools which provide a Koori based 
education curriculum from Prep to Year 12.  The KODE programs aim to cater for students 
who are looking for a more Koori inclusive school environment by drawing strong links 
between school and community.  Each school develops and documents curriculum 
initiatives designed to meet the needs of their students.  KODE schools develop specific 
units of work directly related to the needs of their students.  Student number estimates for 
the KODE campuses in term four 2003 were: Mildura KODE campus (50 students), Glenroy 
KODE campus (60 students) and Woollum Bellum KODE campus (75 students).  The Swan 
Hill campus is a newly opened campus and no figures were available.  
 
Around 3 per cent of all Indigenous students in Victoria were enrolled in KODE campuses 
across Victoria in 2003. 

Academic achievement at school 
DE&T’s report to the AJF (April, 2005) on the Statistical profile of Koories in the education 
and training system shows that outcomes for Victorian Indigenous students in Year 3 
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reading, writing and numeracy fall below that of all Victorian students, but there has been 
some improvements in recent years. 
 
In 2001 at Year 3, 78 per cent of Indigenous students met the national benchmarks for 
writing, compared with 94 per cent for all students.  However, the results from 2003 show 
that 88 per cent of Year 3 Koori students met the benchmarks, compared with 96 per cent 
for all students.  
 
There has also been some progress made in the reading ability of Year 3 Indigenous 
students.  In 2001, 64 per cent of Koori students met the Year 3 benchmarks and in 2003 it 
rose to 77 per cent.  This is still lower relative to the 89 per cent of all students but clearly 
represents an improvement.  
 
For numeracy, in 2001, 75 per cent of Year 3 Indigenous students met the benchmarks, 
while 94 per cent of all students met the benchmarks.  In 2003 this had risen to 87 per 
cent for Indigenous students and to 95 per cent for all students (Department of Education 
and Training, 2005a). 
 
For Year 5, academic achievement of Indigenous students show that progress has been 
made, but less than the improvements made at the Year 3 level.  Thus in 2001 for reading, 
72 per cent of Indigenous students met the national benchmarks, relative to 91 per cent for 
all students.  While in 2003, 72 per cent of Indigenous students met the benchmark, 
compared to 90 per cent of all students. 
 
In 2001, 75 per cent of Indigenous students met the writing Year 5 benchmarks, compared 
to 92 per cent for all students.  In 2003, 88 per cent of Indigenous students met the 
writing benchmarks, compared to 96 per cent for all students. 
 
In 2001, 80 per cent of Indigenous students met the Year 5 benchmarks for numeracy 
compared with 94 per cent of all students.  In 2003, 84 per cent of Indigenous students 
met the Year 5 benchmarks for numeracy, compared with 95 per cent of all students. 
 
According to the Report on Government Services – Indigenous Compendium 2004, the 
number of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Year 12 students in 2003 who met the 
requirements for a Year 12 certificate, (as a percentage of the number of students who 
commenced Year 11 in previous years), was 45 per cent and 76 per cent respectively.  

Highest level of schooling completed 
As shown in Figure 2.6, the highest level of schooling completed was similar for Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous persons at certain levels of school completion in 2001.  This similarity 
can be seen for persons who did not go to school (0.9 per cent of Indigenous persons and 
1 per cent for non-Indigenous persons), persons who achieved Year 8 and below (8 per 
cent and 9 per cent respectively) and persons who completed Year 10 (14 per cent and 13 
per cent respectively).  
 
Differences, however, become apparent (Figure 2.6) in terms of highest levels of schooling 
completed at the Year 11 level (8 per cent of Indigenous people compared to 12 per cent 
non-Indigenous) and is most striking at Year 12 levels (13 per cent and 32 per cent 
respectively).  
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Figure 2.6: Highest level of schooling completed (per cent) for persons aged 15 and over, Victoria, 2001 
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Note: Excluded are persons not specifying highest level of schooling in the Census. 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 

Post-school qualifications 
In general, Indigenous persons are less likely to have completed post-school qualifications 
than non-Indigenous persons, particularly postgraduate degrees, where the difference is 
almost fourfold.  A greater proportion of Indigenous females have advanced diplomas, 
diplomas and bachelor degrees than Indigenous males, although as with non-Indigenous 
persons, a greater proportion of Indigenous males have postgraduate degrees than 
Indigenous females (Table 2.3). 
 

Table 2.3: Number of persons aged 15 years and over by highest post-school qualification by 
Indigenous status, Victoria, 2001 

 Indigenous Non- Indigenous Not stated 
Level of highest post- 
school qualification 

Males Females Persons Males Females Persons Males Female
s 

Person
s 

Postgraduate degree 48 32 80 39,931 25,008 64,939 191 125 316 
Graduate diploma 
and graduate 
certificate 

47 53 100 23,738 40,594 64,332 100 193 293 

Bachelor degree 250 357 607 177,340 210,826 388,16
6 

899 1,061 1,960 

Advanced diploma 
and diploma 

223 306 529 99,817 122,580 222,39
7 

621 813 1,434 

Certificate 1,293 709 2,002 380,185 146,199 526,38
4 

3,182 1,163 4,345 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001). 
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Figure 2.7: Post-school qualifications, proportion of Indigenous persons aged 15 and over, by sex, 
Victoria, 2001 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001).  

 

Figure 2.8: Post-school qualifications, proportion of persons aged 15 and over, by Indigenous status, 
Victoria, 2001 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001). 
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2002, of all students participating, 0.9 per cent of students reported being Indigenous, 
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Since 1991 the number and proportion of Victorian Indigenous persons reporting having a 
post-school qualification has increased.  Most significant were the increases in Certificate 
level qualifications, from 930 Indigenous persons (9 per cent) in 1991 to 2,002 Indigenous 
persons (13 per cent) in 2001.  There was also a steady increase in the number of 
Indigenous persons reporting having a Bachelor Degree, increasing from 130 persons (1 
per cent) in 1991, 365 Indigenous persons (3 per cent) in 1996 and 607 Indigenous 
persons (4 per cent) in 2001.  Across the same period, the proportion of non-Indigenous 
persons reporting post-school qualifications has remained constant. 
 

Figure 2.9: Highest level of post-school qualification (per cent) for Indigenous persons aged 15 years 
and over, Victoria, 1991 – 2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a).  
 
However, Australian Vocational Education and Training Management Information Statistical 
Standard (AVETMISS) data for Victoria indicates higher participation in vocational education 
and training programs than suggested by the previous data presented.  AVETMISS data 
indicates that from 2001, approximately 25 per cent of the Indigenous population of 
Victoria between the ages of 15 and 64 years are enrolled in TAFE programs.  Table 2.4 
indicates the number of Indigenous people enrolled in Vocational Education and Training as 
reported to AVETMISS for the period 2000 to 2004.  
 
Table 2.4: Number of Indigenous people enrolled in Vocational Education and Training, Victoria, 2000 

– 2004 
Provider Type 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 
Adult and Community Education 
Providers 

786 771 846 792 807 

Private Registered Training 
Organisations 

418 392 486 416 446 

TAFE Institutions  3,145 3,327 3,102 2,999 2,933 
TOTAL 4,349 4,490 4,434 4,207 4,186 

Source: Department of Education and Training (2005b). 
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2.2 Employment and Economic Status 

SUMMARY 

Unemployment among Indigenous Victorians remains as much as 3 times 
higher than for non- Indigenous Victorians, even though there have been 
marked improvements in 2001 compared to the previous Census years.  
Alongside high unemployment are the much lower income figures, and 
that the income gap between Indigenous people and non-Indigenous 
people is widening.  When asked in a 2002 ABS survey about difficulties 
in finding jobs, around a quarter of Indigenous people mentioned 
insufficient training, education and skills, transport/distance problems 
and the absence of local jobs.  Of those Indigenous people employed, 
many were in the health and community sectors, but there have been 
increases in the business and service sectors in recent years. Wur-cum 
barra, the Victorian Public Sector– Indigenous Employment Strategy, 
aims to increase Indigenous employment across the whole of the public 
sector.  Between January 2002 and September 2004, there was an 
increase of Indigenous employees from 112 to 200 in the Victorian Public 
Service. 

 
 

Unemployment and employment 
Indigenous Victorians generally experience higher levels of unemployment and lower levels 
of employment than non-Indigenous Victorians, according to census data (ABS, 2004a). 
 
However, the unemployment rate for Indigenous males has fallen from 30 per cent in 1991 
to 20 per cent in 2001.  There has also been a fall in the unemployment rate for non-
Indigenous males from 13 per cent in 1991 to 7 per cent in 2001.  The rate of female 
Indigenous unemployment also decreased from 24 per cent in 1991 to 16 per cent in 2001 
compared to a decrease for non-Indigenous females from 11 per cent to 6 per cent. 
 
In terms of employment there has been a 51 per cent increase of Indigenous males 
employed between 1991 and 2001 and a 64 percent increase in Indigenous female 
employment.  The corresponding figures for non-Indigenous employment was a 11 per cent 
increase for non-Indigenous males and an increase of 22 per cent for non-Indigenous 
females. 
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Table 2.5: Labour force status of persons aged 15 years and over by sex and Indigenous status in 
Victoria, 1991, 1996, 2001 

 1991 1996 2001 
Indigenous males 
Employed 2,490 3,225 3,758 
Unemployed 1,048 981 936 
Total Labour Force 3,538 4,206 4,694 
Unemployment Rate (%) 29.6% 23.3% 19.9% 
Not in Labour Force 1,243 1,862 2,551 
Non-Indigenous males 
 Employed 1,013,637 1,040,805 1,126,773 
Unemployed 146,904 113,688 85,415 
Total Labour Force 1,160,541 1,154,493 1,212,188 
Unemployment Rate (%) 12.7% 9.8% 7.0% 
Not in Labour Force 386,072 442,732 470,260 
Indigenous females 
Employed 1,906 2,550 3,126 
Unemployed 610 591 577 
Total Labour Force 2,516 3,141 3,703 
Unemployment Rate (%) 24.2% 18.8% 15.6% 
Not in Labour Force 2,633 3,411 3,946 
Non-Indigenous females 
Employed 766,984 824, 966 933,728 
Unemployed 95,190 79,307 63,009 
Total Labour Force 862,174 904,273 996,737 
Unemployment Rate (%) 11.0% 8.8% 6.3% 
Not in Labour Force 735,598 778,650 777,550 

Note: For the 1996 and 2001 Census, unemployed persons were defined as not having a job, actively looking 
for work and available to start work. In the 1991 Census the question on availability to start work was not asked. 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a).  
 
Information from the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 2002 
found that 46 per cent of Victorian Indigenous people (aged 15 years and over) were 
employed (4 per cent were employed through the Community Development Employment 
Project (CDEP) and 42 per cent employed outside the CDEP).  Of those unemployed, almost 
three in four Indigenous Victorians (73 per cent) reported they had used employment 
support services in the last twelve months.  Insufficient education, training and skills (24 
per cent), transport problems/distance (21 per cent) and no jobs in local area or line of 
work were the frequently nominated difficulties in finding work by the unemployed 
Indigenous Victorians.  Of the 12 per cent of Indigenous who were unemployed, three 
quarters reported that they had been unemployed for less than one year with the 
remainder reporting that they were unemployed for one year or more.  It should be noted 
that the employment/unemployment figures derived from the ABS survey are not directly 
comparable to the ABS Census figures above due to the different collection methodologies. 

Employment type and occupation 
In 2001, according to census figures, the industry that employed the highest proportion of 
Indigenous persons aged 15 years and over in Victoria was ‘Health and Community Service’ 
(940 persons, almost 4 per cent).  By contrast, the industry that employed the greatest 
number of non-Indigenous persons was ‘Manufacturing’ (7 per cent).  The only industry 
that employs a greater proportion of Indigenous persons compared to non-Indigenous 
persons is ‘Government Administration and Defence’ (2 per cent of Indigenous persons 
compared to 1.4 per cent of non-Indigenous persons). 
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Figure 2.10: Indigenous and non-Indigenous employed persons (per cent of all persons) by industry, 
Victoria, 2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a).  
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Figure 2.11: Proportion of Indigenous employed persons aged 15 years and over by industry, Victoria, 
1991, 1996, 2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a).  

 
The ‘Health and Community Services’ sector increasingly accounts for the largest proportion 
of employed Indigenous people – increasing from 10 per cent of employed Indigenous 
persons in 1991 to 13 per cent in 1996 then to 14 per cent in 2001.  The proportion of 
Indigenous Victorians employed in ‘Property and Business Services’ steadily increased over 
the 3 census periods, starting at 5 per cent in 1991, rising to 7 per cent in 1996 and ending 
at 9 per cent in 2001.  The only sector to see a continuous fall in the proportion of 
employed Indigenous persons was ‘Government Administration and Defence’, which started 
at 9 per cent in 1991, fell to 7 per cent in 1996 and fell again in 2001 to 6 per cent. 
 
There were noticeably lower proportions of Indigenous persons employed as ‘Managers and 
Administrators, Professionals’ and ‘Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Service Workers’, in 
comparison to the non-Indigenous community.  There were 363 Indigenous persons (1 per 
cent) employed as ‘Managers and Administrators’, compared to 196,617 (5 per cent) non-
Indigenous persons.  The gap was wider for ‘Professionals’, with 991 Indigenous persons (4 
per cent) compared to 396,421 non-Indigenous persons (9 per cent).  
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Figure 2.12: Indigenous and non-Indigenous employed persons by occupation (per cent of all persons), 
Victoria, 2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 
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Figure 2.13: Indigenous employed persons aged 15 years and over (per cent) by occupation, Victoria, 
1991, 1996, 2001 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 

 
Across the three Census periods, the industry with the largest increase in the proportion of 
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per cent of Indigenous employed persons were employed in this category in 1991, sharply 
increasing to 18 per cent in 1996 and then stabilising at 18 per cent in 2001.  The 
proportion of Indigenous persons employed as ‘Professionals’ also increased over the three 
years, from 10 per cent of employed Indigenous persons in 1991 to 13 per cent in 1996, 
then 14 per cent in 2001.  Decreases in the proportion of Indigenous persons employed 
were seen for industries in ‘Tradespersons and Related Workers’ (from 15 per cent in 1991, 
14 per cent in 1996 and 13 per cent in 2001), ‘Advanced Clerical and Service Workers’ (5 
per cent in 1991, 3 per cent in 1996 and 2 per cent in 2001) and ‘Intermediate Production 
and Transport Workers’ (12 per cent in 1991, 11 per cent in 1996 and 10 per cent in 2001). 

Victorian Public Service (VPS) employment 
Statistical information is available on Victorian Public Service (VPS) employment of 
Indigenous persons through the implementation of the Wur-cum barra Strategy.  This 
strategy commenced in 2002 as a whole-of-government approach to increase the number 
of Indigenous people in public service employment.  It requires public service agencies and 
organisations to establish Indigenous employment plans.  Under the strategy a target of an 
additional 230 Indigenous employees in the Victorian public service by 30 June 2005 has 
been set.  Organisations in the broader public sector have been asked to establish their 
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relevance to Indigenous communities. 
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Table 2.6 provides numbers at 30 September 2004 compared to January 2002.  The 
September result shows an increase of Indigenous employees from 112 to 200. 
 
It should be noted that at the same time as Wur-cum barra is being implemented, there 
has been an increase in activity across a number of departments around the introduction of 
scholarships and cadetships, and related activities more likely to sustain Wur-cum barra 
into the future.  
 

Table 2.6: Progress of the Wur-cum barra Strategy:  Numbers of Victorian public service Indigenous 
staff, January 2002 – September 30 2004 

 
Estimate Jan 2002 Indigenous Staff at 30 September 2004 Wur-cum barra 

Progress: 
January 2002 – 
September 2004 

Ongoing Fixed term & 
ongoing 

Ongoing Fixed Term Fixed term & 
ongoing 

Education & Training 19 22 16  6  22  
Human Services 19 31 38  30  68  
Infrastructure 0 0 0  1  1  
Innovation, Industry & 
Regional Development 

5 5 6  2  8  

Justice 13 15 40  8  48  
Premier & Cabinet 0 2 3  2  5  
Primary Industries 6 6 8  0  8  
Sustainability & 
Environment 

7 8 9  5  14  

Treasury & Finance 1 1 1  0  1  
Victorian Communities 18 22 22  3  25  
VPS Core 
Departments 

88  112  143  57  200  

Source: Office of Public Employment (2004). 

 
Many Indigenous staff in fixed term positions are engaged on projects which are primarily 
oriented towards Indigenous communities.  Funding for such positions is annual or biennial.  
Examples within the Department of Justice (DOJ) relate to initiatives under the Victorian 
Aboriginal Justice Agreement, while in DHS many of these positions include Aboriginal 
Planning Officers, Aboriginal Community Liaison Officers, Koori Early Childhood Field 
Officers, Indigenous Family Violence Officers, Juvenile Justice Aboriginal Care Workers and 
Project Officers. 

Income 
Income disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Victoria is significant 
according to the ABS Census (2004a).  For Victoria, as shown in the Figure 2.14, in 1991, 
1996 and 2001 Censuses, median individual weekly income of Indigenous persons was 
lower than that of non-Indigenous persons.  In 1991, the former was $207 while the latter 
was $276.  In 1996, median income of Indigenous persons rose to $232 while that for the 
non-Indigenous increased to $292.  In 2001, median incomes were $287 and $383 
respectively, with the difference between the Indigenous/non-Indigenous medians ($96) 
for Victoria being the largest at this last Census, indicating increasing income disparity.  
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Figure 2.14: Median weekly income ($) for Indigenous persons aged 15 and over, Victoria, 1991, 1996, 
2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a).  
 
The difference between the Indigenous and the non-Indigenous household weekly income 
medians was greater than $100 ($106 in 1991, $129 in 1996 and $172 in 2001) at each 
Census in Victoria and has widened over the 10 year period (Figure 2.15). 
 
It should be noted that median household income was derived from the gross weekly 
income stated by each person aged 15 years and over (excluding visitors) who was present 
in the household.  A household was defined as Indigenous if at least one member present 
in the household (excluding visitors) stated that he or she was Indigenous. 
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Figure 2.15: Weekly Median household income ($), Victoria, 1991, 1996, 2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 
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2.3 Housing 

SUMMARY 

Information from the DHS Aboriginal Service Plan: Key Indicators Report 
(2004a), the ABS Census (2004a) and ABS National Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (2002a) is used in this section to 
describe the housing status of Indigenous people in Victoria. 
 
The number of Indigenous households in Victoria has been increasing 
over the last two Census years and reflects the growing population of 
Indigenous Victorians as well as better enumeration.  Occupancy rates 
per dwelling are generally higher for Indigenous people, which partly 
reflects their younger age structure as well as extended family 
obligations.  Indigenous adults are almost three times more likely to be 
renting than non-Indigenous adults.  Only 12 per cent of adult 
Indigenous Victorians report fully owning their own home without a 
mortgage, compared to 41 per cent of non-Indigenous people.  The 
number of Indigenous people on the waiting list for public housing has 
been growing over recent years. 

 

Indigenous households 
Indigenous dwellings are defined by the ABS as a residence where at least one Indigenous 
person was a usual resident.  Across all three census years, the Melbourne Metropolitan 
RAJAC Region had the highest number of Indigenous households, with 3,664 in 1991, 
5,225 in 1996 and 5,946 in 2001. However, the region with the highest proportion of 
Indigenous households was Loddon Mallee, with 0.9 per cent in 1991, 1.2 per cent in 1996 
and 1.5 per cent in 2001. 
 

Table 2.7: Indigenous Households, by RAJAC Regions, 1991, 1996, 2001 

1991 1996 2001 
Indigenous Households 

RAJAC Regions Number Per cent Number Per cent Number Per cent 
Melbourne Metro 3,664 0.3 5,225 0.5 5,946 0.5 
Barwon South West 599 0.5 797 0.7 1,054 0.8 
Grampians 427 0.6 544 0.8 688 0.9 
Loddon Mallee 868 0.9 1,216 1.2 1,589 1.5 
Gippsland 663 0.8 891 1.1 1,034 1.2 
Hume 711 0.9 944 1.1 1,199 1.3 
Total Victoria 6,932 0.5 9,617 0.6 11,511 0.7 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a).  

 
As shown in Figure 2.16, there has been growth in the proportion of Indigenous households 
in all RAJAC Regions in the three Census years.  Generally, RAJAC Regions experienced a 
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sharp increase in Indigenous households from 1991 to 1996, then a slower increase from 
1996 to 2001.  This reflects increases in population along with an increasing propensity to 
identify as Indigenous (see Section 1 – Profile of Aboriginal Victorians).   
 

Figure 2.16: Proportion of Indigenous Households by RAJAC Region, Victoria, 1991, 1996, 2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 

Housing ownership and rental 
In 2002 according to the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 
(2002a), over three in five (63 per cent) Indigenous Victorians reported they were living in 
a rental dwelling compared to one in five (22 per cent) of non-Indigenous Victorians.  
There was a significantly higher proportion of Indigenous (22 per cent) than non-
Indigenous (3 per cent) renters who reported living in accommodation provided through 
public housing as shown in Table 2.8. 
 

Table 2.8: Victorians aged 18 years and over, private dwelling tenure type (per cent) by Indigenous 
status, Victoria, 2002 (standardised data) 

 Indigenous  
(per cent) 

Non-Indigenous 
 (per cent) 

Owner 
Owner without a mortgage 12 41 
Owner with a mortgage 23 35 
Renter 
State or Territory Housing Authority 22 3 
Indigenous Housing Organisation/Community 11 1 
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 Indigenous  
(per cent) 

Non-Indigenous 
 (per cent) 

Housing 
Other landlord types 30 18 
Total renters 63 22 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (unpublished data). 

 
In terms of housing loan repayments, Indigenous mortgage repayments tended to be lower 
than the Victorian median based on 1991, 1996 and 2001 Census data (they were $482, 
$650 and $750 respectively).  Total Victorian monthly median housing repayments were 
$566, $737 and $867 respectively as indicated in Table 2.9. 
 

Table 2.9: Monthly median housing loan repayments ($), by Indigenous status and RAJAC Regions, 
Victoria, 1991, 1996, 2001 

 1991 1996 2001 
RAJAC Regions Indigenous Total Indigenous Total Indigenous Total 
Melbourne Metro 539 604 715 800 867 900 
Barwon South West 345 463 600 613 620 693 
Grampians 363 458 600 600 650 650 
Loddon Mallee 390 468 600 600 633 650 
Gippsland 480 485 530 563 550 607 
Hume 409 495 600 650 693 715 
Victoria 482 566 650 737 750 867 

Note: These are based on DHS Regions except for Metropolitan Melbourne Region which combines two DHS 
Regions. 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 

 
The median weekly rent payments made by Indigenous households tended to be lower 
than the Victorian median in 1991, 1996 and 2001 ($90, $100 and $120 compared to $113, 
$120 and $150).  
 

Table 2.10: Weekly median rent payments ($), by Indigenous status and RAJAC Regions, Victoria, 1991, 
1996, 2001 

 1991 1996 2001 
RAJAC Regions Indigenous Total Indigenous Total Indigenous Total 
Melbourne Metro 114 124 120 130 150 165 
Barwon South West 84 88 90 100 100 115 
Grampians 70 80 80 90 95 105 
Loddon Mallee 76 84 90 100 100 110 
Gippsland 68 79 80 88 90 100 
Hume 74 86 95 100 110 115 
Victoria 90 113 100 120 120 150 

Source: Australian Bureau Statistics (2004a). 
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Table 2.11: Tenure type of Indigenous Occupied Dwellings(a), (per cent of dwellings) by 
RAJAC Regions, Victoria, 2001 

RAJAC Regions 
Fully owned 

(per cent) 
Being purchased 

(per cent) 
Rented  

(per cent) 
Other tenure type 

(per cent) 
Melbourne Metro 16 26 52 6 
Barwon South 
West 

19 25 50 5 

Grampians 19 23 52 6 
Loddon Mallee 14 19 60 6 
Gippsland 17 22 55 6 
Hume 14 24 57 5 
Victoria 16 24 54 6 

(a) A dwelling is classified as an Indigenous dwelling where one or more persons identified as Indigenous at the 
time of the Census. 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 

 
In the last Census as shown in Table 2.11,  54 per cent of all Indigenous occupied 
dwellings were rented dwellings, while 16 per cent were fully owned.  This pattern also 
occurred in 1991 and 1996, with 54 per cent of dwellings rented in 1996 and 55 per cent 
rented in 1991 and for fully owned dwellings the corresponding figures were 17 per cent in 
1996 and 15 per cent in 1991.  
 
For dwellings classed as non-Indigenous (no persons residing who identified as being 
Indigenous), across all three Census periods the most common tenure type was fully 
owned, with 611,308 dwellings (42 per cent) in 1991, 694,278 dwellings (44 per cent) in 
1996 and 741,165 dwellings (43 per cent) in 2001.  The next most common type were 
dwellings being purchased, where there were 430,015 dwellings (29 per cent) in 1991, 
428,896 dwellings (27 per cent) in 1996 and 477,995 dwellings (28 per cent) in 2001. 
 
The proportion of non-Indigenous dwellings that were rented stayed at a fairly constant 
level, being 23 per cent of dwellings in 1991, 23 per cent in 1996 and 22 per cent in 2001. 
 

Waiting lists for public housing 
Indigenous Victorians can access public housing through either the general rental program 
(public housing) or the Aboriginal Housing Board of Victoria (AHBV).  The number of people 
on housing property waiting lists includes those on the public housing and the AHBV of 
Victoria waiting lists.  It should be noted that Aboriginal identification, through acceptance 
by the community, is required for access to AHBV housing.  It is not required for clients 
who wish to be recorded as Aboriginal but not access AHBV housing.  Aboriginal 
identification in housing data is considered accurate. 
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Figure 2.17: Number of Aboriginal clients on the public housing waiting list, Victoria, 1998-99 to 2002-03 
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Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 
The number of Aboriginal people waiting for public housing has grown as shown in Figure 
2.17 from 681 in 1998-99 to 1025 in 2000-2003.  According to the Aboriginal Services Plan 
key indicators report (DHS, 2004a: 32), Aboriginal people access public housing at a higher 
rate than non-Aboriginal people. 

Number of Aboriginal people living in public housing 
The number of Aboriginal clients in general public housing is in proportion to their numbers 
in the Victorian population.  However, when this is combined with the number of clients 
housed by the AHBV, the proportion of the Indigenous population who are housed in public 
housing rises to 3 per cent.  The number of Aboriginal people living in public housing has 
increased each year between 1998-99 and 2002-03 as shown in Table 2.12. 
 

Table 2.12: Aboriginal clients housed in public housing, Victoria, 1998 – 2003 

 1998-99 1999–00 2000–01 2001–02 2002-03 
Housed in RGS properties 665 721 738 758 1,006 
Housed in AHBV properties 930 977 1,032 1,119 1,041 
Total  1,595 1,698 1,770 1,877 2,047 

RGS = Rental General Stock; AHBV = Aboriginal Housing Board of Victoria 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 
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Number of Supported Accommodation Assistance Program clients 
This indicator reports on the number of clients accessing the Supported Accommodation 
Assistance Program (SAAP) annually.  SAAP was established to consolidate a number of 
programs designed to assist people who are homeless or at risk of being homeless, 
including women and children escaping domestic violence.  SAAP agencies offer a wide 
range of support services as well as accommodation. 
 
As shown in Table 2.13, the number of Aboriginal clients who use SAAP services has 
increased over the years.  

Table 2.13: Number of Supported Accommodation Assistance Program clients, Victoria, 1996 – 2003 

Year Aboriginal Clients Per cent of Total SAAP clients 
1996–97 1,110 4.3 

2000 N/A N/A 
2001 1,250 4.9 
2002 1,450 5.1 
2003 1,700 5.8 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

Non-private dwellings 
Non-private dwellings refer to communal-type accommodation.  This includes short-term 
accommodation such as hotels/motels and longer-term accommodation such as prisons and 
corrective institutions.  
 
In 1991, there were 652 Indigenous persons counted in non-private dwellings.  This 
represented 4 per cent of the Victorian Indigenous community.  The non-private dwellings 
that had the largest number of Indigenous persons were ‘Other and not classifiable’ (91 
persons or 14 per cent of non-private dwelling Indigenous residents), ‘Hostels for the 
homeless’ (84 persons or 13 per cent) and ‘Hotels/motels’ (76 persons or 12 per cent). 
 
In 1996, 677 (or 3 per cent of all) Indigenous persons were as counted living in non-private 
dwellings. ‘Hotels/motels’ were the top category, with 136 persons or 20 per cent of all 
persons enumerated in a non-private dwelling.  ‘Prisons and corrective institutions for 
adults’ followed (104 persons or 15 per cent) and ‘Boarding houses and private hotels’ (73 
persons or 11 per cent).  
 
In 2001, 858 (or 3 per cent of all) Indigenous persons were counted as living in non-private 
dwellings.  ‘Hotels/motels’ were once again the highest with 173 (or 20 per cent) of 
persons.  Following this were ‘Prisons and corrective institutions for adults’ with 146 (or 17 
per cent) of non-private dwelling residents and ‘Other and not classifiable’ with 118 
residents (14 per cent). 
 
Across the 3 Census periods, there was a 32 per cent increase in the number of Indigenous 
residents living in such accommodation.  The non-private dwellings that had the greatest 
increase in Indigenous residents between 1991 and 2001 were ‘Prisons or corrective 
institutions for adults’ (166 per cent increase), ‘Hotels/motels’ (128 per cent increase) and 
‘Boarding schools’ (71 per cent increase). 
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Figure 2.18: Number of Indigenous residents in non-private dwellings, Victoria, 1991, 1996, 2001 
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Note: Other non-private dwellings may include places such as Youth Hostels, which may be used as temporary 
accommodation. 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 
 
The trends for non-Indigenous persons living in non-private dwellings was significantly 
different compared to Indigenous persons.  The pattern for non-Indigenous persons did not 
change as dramatically as those for Indigenous persons over the three Census years as 
shown in Figure 2.18.  Reflecting the very different age profiles of the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous populations, the non-private dwellings that had the highest proportion of non-
Indigenous persons were ‘Accommodation for the Retired or Aged’ with 17 per cent (16,528 
persons enumerated in non-private dwellings) in 1991, rising to 19 per cent (18,035 
persons) in 2001.  This steady increase was not seen for Indigenous persons over the same 
time period. 
 
A similar trend for non-Indigenous people can be seen with ‘Nursing Homes’, which were 
the third largest type of non-private dwelling with 12 per cent (11,658 persons) in 1991, 15 
per cent in 1996 (14,270 persons) and 15 per cent (14,444 persons) in 2001.  
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Figure 2.19: Residents of non-private dwellings by type of dwelling by Indigenous status (per cent), 
Victoria, 2001  
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004a). 

 
Figure 2.19 shows that there were higher percentages of Indigenous persons who lived in 
‘Hostels for the Homeless, Night Shelters and Refuges’; ‘Other welfare institutions’ and 
‘Prisons, Corrective and Detention Institutions for Adults’.  There were 60 Indigenous 
persons and 761 non-Indigenous persons enumerated in ‘Hostels for the Homeless, Night 
Shelters and Refuges’ in Victoria.  This was 6.9 per cent of Indigenous persons enumerated 
in non-private dwellings and 0.8 per cent of non-Indigenous persons enumerated in non-
private dwellings.  Of the total populations, 0.24 per cent of all Indigenous persons were 
enumerated in ‘Hostels for the Homeless, Night Shelters and Refuges’ compared to less 
than 0.02 per cent for non-Indigenous persons.  While, in contrast, there are higher 
percentages of non-Indigenous persons, compared to Indigenous persons, in ‘Residential 
Colleges and Halls of Residence’, ‘Nursing Homes’ and ‘Accommodation for the Retired or 
Aged’. 

Occupancy in private dwellings 
Overall, Indigenous occupied private dwellings contained more persons per dwelling than 
non-Indigenous occupied private dwellings.  At the time of the 2001 Census, there was an 
average of 3.1 Indigenous people per dwelling compared to 2.6 for non-Indigenous 
dwellings. 
 
In Victoria, during 2001, Indigenous persons most often lived in dwellings with 2 people 
(3,181 dwellings or 28 per cent). Following this were dwellings with 3 usual residents 
(2,521 dwellings or 22 per cent) and dwellings with 4 usual residents (2,113 dwellings or 
18 per cent).  For dwellings with 5 usual residents, there were a higher proportion of 
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Indigenous dwellings (11 per cent), compared to non-Indigenous dwellings (7 per cent) 
and this pattern also held for dwellings with 6 usual residents and over (8 per cent 
compared to 3 per cent respectively).  
 
There was a significantly lower proportion of Indigenous persons living in dwellings with 
one resident.  In 2001, there were 1,554 (14 per cent) Indigenous dwellings with one usual 
resident, compared to 395,856 dwellings (23 per cent) for non-Indigenous dwellings. 
 

Figure 2.20: Households by number of usual residents (per cent) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 2001 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001). 
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2.4 Families and Children 

SUMMARY 

The extent of removal from their natural family is starkly demonstrated 
by the high proportion (46 per cent) of Indigenous Victorians who said 
they or a relative had been removed.  Of those aged 35 years and over, 
16 per cent said they themselves had been removed according to the 
ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (2002a).  
Of those Aboriginal children placed in out-of-home care, a high 
proportion (41 per cent) in 2003 were placed with non-Indigenous 
families, which is not in accordance with the Aboriginal Child Placement 
Principle.  Indigenous children are over-represented in the child 
protection system and also have a much higher rate of placement on 
care and protection orders.  Aboriginal children are more often born to 
mothers who are less than 20 years old (22 per cent), compared to non-
Indigenous mothers (3 per cent) in 2002, and the difference has been 
increasing over recent years.  One-parent families make up 27 per cent 
of Indigenous families in Victoria, compared to 17 per cent of non-
Indigenous families in 2001. 

 

Removal from natural family 
According to the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (2002a), 
46 per cent of Indigenous people (aged 15 years and older) in Victoria reported they or a 
relative had been removed from their natural family.  Of those aged 35 years and over, 16 
per cent said they themselves had been removed. There are no comparative data available 
for non-Indigenous Victorians. 

Compliance with the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle (ACPP) 
According to the DHS Aboriginal Services Plan: Key Indicators Report (2004), the Aboriginal 
Child Placement Principle (ACPP) sets out the criteria and steps to be taken when 
placement of Indigenous children away from their community and family environment is 
being considered.  The principle requires that placement should occur only as a last resort 
and that if, after consultation with the relevant Indigenous organisation, placement is 
unavoidable, then regard must be first given to a placement within the extended family.  If 
placement with family is not feasible or possible, then the child may be placed with an 
Indigenous family from the local community and then, only as a last resort, in a non-
Indigenous placement which can ensure the maintenance of the child’s culture and identity 
through contact with their community.  Statistical information on this is provided below 
from the DHS Aboriginal Services Plan: Key Indicators Report (2004). 
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Table 2.14: Aboriginal out-of-home care placements and compliance with Aboriginal Child Placement 
Principle, Victoria, June 2001 – June 2003 

Type of care 2001 (per cent) 2002 (per cent) 2003 (per cent) 

ACPP 
complianc

e 
Aboriginal relative 89 20 87 18 104 24 Yes 
Non-Aboriginal relative 52 11 64 13 65 15 Yes 
Other Aboriginal 115 25 100 20 75 17 Yes 
Aboriginal residential care  0 0 20 4 12 3 Yes 
Other non-Aboriginal  154 34 176 36 149 35 No 
Non-Aboriginal residential care 44 10 42 9 25 6 No 
Total 454 100 489 100 430 100 – 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 
According to DHS (2004a) compliance was determined by taking a snapshot of the client 
numbers in the different placement types on 30 June 2001, 2002 and 2003, and is 
measured by the number of Indigenous children placed in out-of-home care with an 
Indigenous or non-Indigenous relative or a member of the Indigenous community, or in an 
Indigenous residential care placement, and is compared with the number of Indigenous 
children placed in out-of-home care with non-Indigenous relative/non-Indigenous carers or 
in a non-Indigenous residential care placement.  The latter two placement types are 
considered not to comply with the ACPP.  
 
At June 2003, 41 per cent of Aboriginal children in out-of-home care in Victoria were not 
placed in accordance with the ACPP.  However, there has been a slight improvement in the 
rate of Aboriginal children placed in Aboriginal care, as 44 per cent of children were placed 
in non-Aboriginal, residential or other care in 2001, this decreased to 41 per cent in 2003.  
The limited availability of Indigenous foster care (other Indigenous family) and residential 
care placements is believed to be a significant contributing factor to the low rate of ACPP 
compliance in Victoria, according to the DHS Aboriginal Services Plan: Key Indicators Report 
(2004a). 

Out-of-home care 
For children under 18 years, out-of-home care can be the result of involvement in the child 
protection system, after the Children's Court has issued a care and protection order, or it 
can be voluntary.  Out-of-home care can be home-based which is foster care, alternate 
family/kinship care, group care, or residential care provided by staff. 
 
Aboriginal children are more likely to be involved in out-of-home care than non-Indigenous 
children.  Victorian Indigenous children are placed in out-of-home care through the child 
protection and care service system at a significantly higher rate than non-Aboriginal 
children.  

Table 2.15: Rate (per 1,000) of children in out-of-home care by Indigenous status, Victoria, 2001-01 to 
2002-03 

Indigenous status 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 
Indigenous 42 39 41 
Non-Indigenous 3 3 3 

Note: The Indigenous rates for 2003 were calculated using 2001 Census data and these rates should not be 
compared with Indigenous rates published in previous years.  

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 
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Over time, the rate at which Aboriginal children are placed in out-of-home care has 
remained high.  At 30 June 2003, there were 507 Indigenous children (12 per cent) and 
3539 non- Indigenous children in out-of-home care in Victoria.  
 
The length of stay of Aboriginal children is also reported to be four times longer than non-
Aboriginal children, while their stay in group residential care stay is twice as long 
(Department of Natural Resources and Environment, 2002: 25). 

Child protection 
Child protection services receive and respond to concerns about children and young people 
(up to 17 years), provide support services to families or intervene through child care and 
protection orders and placement in out-of-home care.  Indigenous children are over-
represented in child protection, although the nature of the abuse is reported to be similar 
to non-Indigenous cases. According to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 
(2002a) 48 per cent of Indigenous children in child protection services were there due to 
prior emotional abuse (compared 43 per cent of non-Indigenous children), with 28 per cent 
of Indigenous children who were in child protection services were there due to previous 
neglect (compared to 22 per cent of non-Indigenous children). 
 

Table 2.16: Rate (per 1,000) of child protection substantiations by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1999-00 
to 2002-03 

Indigenous status 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 
Indigenous 58 48 56 
Non-Indigenous 6 6 6 

Note: The Indigenous rates for 2003 were calculated using 2001 Census data and these rates should not be 
compared with Indigenous rates published in previous years.  

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 
Child protection substantiation means that a child or young person has been, is, or is likely 
to be ‘in need of protection’ as defined in Section 63 of the Children and Young Persons Act 
1989, following a period of investigation by child protection workers of the reason for 
notification and information arising through that investigation. 
 
Table 2.16 indicates that the rate of substantiation is significantly higher for Aboriginal 
children than for non-Aboriginal children. In 2000-01, Aboriginal children had a rate of child 
abuse/neglect substantiations of 58 per 1,000 children, compared with a non-Indigenous 
substantiation rate of 6.1 per 1,000 children.  
 
In Victoria, the number of Aboriginal children who were the subject of substantiation in 
2001-02 was 630, and in 2002-03 it was 667.  The rate at which Aboriginal children were 
the subject of a substantiation was nine times higher than the rate for other children.  The 
comparison of substantiation rates between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children using 
Victorian data which shows the flow through from notification to investigation and 
substantiation provides a less dramatic difference.  While the rate of substantiations as a 
percentage of notifications in Victoria is very similar for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
children, Aboriginal children are more likely to be the subject of a substantiation than other 
children.  
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Children on care and protection orders 
If a child has been the subject of a child protection substantiation, there is often, though 
not always, the need for continued involvement through a care and protection order.  Both 
child protection services (in considering a protection application) and the court (in making a 
protection order) must ensure all reasonable steps have been taken to meet the child’s 
safety and well-being needs without statutory intervention.  Recourse to the court is usually 
a last resort.  There are a number of different types of care and protection orders, including 
Guardianship, Custody, Supervision and Interim Protection orders.  The rate at which 
Indigenous children are placed on care and protection orders remains significantly high, as 
shown in Table 2.17. 
 

Table 2.17: Rate (per 1,000) of children on care and protection orders by Indigenous status, Victoria, 
1999-00 to 2002-03 

Indigenous status 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 
Indigenous 47 41 43 
Non-Indigenous 4 4 4 

Note: The Indigenous rates for 2003 were calculated using 2001 Census data and these rates should not be 
compared with Indigenous rates published in previous years.  

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

Early childhood disability services 
Disability Services data measure the number of people attending a service funded through 
the Commonwealth State Disability Agreement on a particular day each year.  Early 
intervention services are primarily targeted at children with a disability or developmental 
delay and their families, prior to school entry.  Although the total number of Aboriginal 
clients is small, they tend to form a larger percentage of the client population than would 
be expected as a proportion of population, according to the DHS Aboriginal Services Plan 
Key Indicators Report (2004a). 
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Figure 2.21: Early intervention disability service use (rate per 1,000) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1998 
– 2002 
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Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

Age of mothers 
Information on teenage mothers is presented as the percentage of women giving birth who 
are teenagers (that is, under 20 years of age).  The number of teenage women giving birth 
is shown in Figure 2.22 as a percentage of the total number of women giving birth.  
Indigenous women aged less than 20 years are more likely than non-Indigenous women to 
give birth.  Young mothers are also reported as more likely to have low birth weight babies 
and complications of pregnancy. 
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Figure 2.22: Teenage mothers (per cent) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1996 – 2002 
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Note: Teenage mothers is presented as the percentage of the total number of women giving birth who are 
teenagers (i.e., under 20 years of age).  Some of the increase apparent in the data is a result of better 
identification of women as Indigenous. 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 

Table 2.18: Teenage mothers (per cent) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1996 – 2002 

Year Indigenous (per cent) Non-Indigenous(per cent) 
1996 15.8 3.3 
1997 12.9 3.3 
1998 12.1 3.3 
1999 12.1 3.2 
2000 19.3 3.2 
2001 22.0 3.0 
2002 22.4 3.0 

Note: Teenage mothers is presented as the percentage of the total number of women giving birth who are 
teenagers (i.e., under 20 years of age).  Some of the increase apparent in the data is a result of better 
identification of women as Indigenous. 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 
The percentage of Aboriginal women under 20 years giving birth has increased in the last 
seven years.   
Figure 2.23 and Table 2.19 include only women giving birth (defined as 20 weeks gestation 
or foetus weighing greater than 400 grams), not pregnancies.  Terminations of pregnancy 
and miscarriages are not included. 
 
In general, the age profile of Indigenous mothers is much younger than non-Indigenous 
mothers. 
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Figure 2.23: Age profile (per cent) of mothers by Indigenous status, Victoria,  2002 
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Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 

Table 2.19: Age profile of mothers (per cent) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 2002 

Indigenous(per cent) Non-Indigenous (per cent) 
Age in years 2002 2002 

<20 22 3 
20–24 27 12 
25–29 25 27 
30–34 17 37 
35–39 8 18 
40+ 1 3 

Total 100 100 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

Family structure 
According to the 2001 ABS Census (2004a), the most common type of family composition 
of the primary family for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous dwellings was a couple 
family with children.  In Victoria in 2001, 3,775 (33 per cent) of Indigenous occupied 
private dwellings contained couple families with children, while there were 596,686 non-
Indigenous families (49 per cent) in this type.  
 
For Indigenous occupied private dwellings, the next most common family type was one-
parent families.  In 2001, this accounted for 3,404 (27 per cent) of Indigenous families.  
Earlier in 1996, it was 2,487 (26 per cent) of Indigenous families and in 1991 it was 1,716 
families (25 per cent), indicating an increase in this form of family composition.  
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For non-Indigenous persons, one-parent families were the smallest proportion of family 
types, representing 131,158 families (12 per cent) in 1991, 158,105 families (14 per cent) 
in 1996 and 177,106 (17 per cent) in 2001.  
 
By contrast, couple families with no children represented the lowest proportion of 
Indigenous families, with 870 families (13 per cent) in 1991, 1,388 families (14 per cent) in 
1996 and 1,731 families (15 per cent) in 2001. 
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2.5 Health and Well-being 

SUMMARY 

Babies of Aboriginal mothers are more at risk of perinatal death 
(stillbirths and neonatal deaths) than babies born of non-Indigenous 
mothers.  In addition, the proportion of Aboriginal low birth weight 
babies (born at less than 2500 grams) has increased from 11 per cent in 
1996 to 15 per cent in 2002, compared to a relatively stable 6-7 per cent 
for non-Aboriginal babies.  Aboriginal mothers are more likely to have 
premature babies, and at a younger age. In 2002, maternal and child 
health services were used by 87 per cent of Indigenous families 
compared to 98 per cent of all parents.  The immunisation rate for 
childhood infections is lower among Indigenous children compared to 
non-Indigenous children, while admission to hospital for very young 
Aboriginal children is higher than for similar aged non-Indigenous 
children in 2002-03, in particular for ear, nose and throat and respiratory 
diseases and injuries.  
 
On a range of health and well being indicators, Victorian Indigenous 
people have higher levels of ill health, disability, higher illness, injury, 
hospitalisations and mortality than non-Indigenous Victorians.  As noted 
by The Victorian Government Indigenous Affairs Report, November 
1999-October 2002 (Department of Natural Resources and Environment, 
2002: 19) and also in the Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key 
Indicators 2003 (SCRGSP, 2003), the causes are complex but social and 
economic disadvantage are important factors.   
 
In terms of life expectancy, there remain major differences in 2001 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Victorian – 20 years less for 
Indigenous male Victorians and 18.6 years for Indigenous female 
Victorians. 

 
 
Information provided by DHS from its Aboriginal Services Plan Key Indicators Report 
(2004a) covers a range of health and well-being measures including rates of perinatal 
mortality (still births and post birth to 28 days), immunisation, infectious diseases, child 
admissions to hospital and child hearing loss, as well as information on life expectancy, 
rates of diabetes, renal failure, cardiac and respiratory disease, accidents and unintentional 
injury.  Other statistical information comes from the ABS 1991, 1996, 2001 Census (2004a) 
and the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander Social Survey (2002a). 
 

Perinatal mortality 
Infant and perinatal mortality rates are an important measure of the health of mothers and 
babies and also of general health and well-being in the community.  Infant and perinatal 
mortality are indicators of the quality of antenatal care, the effectiveness of obstetric 
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services and the quality of infant care in the hospital and the community.  High infant and 
perinatal mortality rates are associated with poor social conditions (DHS, 2004a: 6-7).  
 

Figure 2.24: Indigenous and non-Indigenous perinatal mortality (rate per 1,000) Victoria, 1996 – 2002 
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*Represents pooled data. 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 

Table 2.20: Perinatal mortality rates (per 1,000 births) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1996 – 2002 

Victoria 1996-1998* 1999-2000* 2001 2002 
Indigenous mothers 14.8 22.9 21.4 23.7 
Non- Indigenous mothers 10.3 10.4 10.6 9.7 

* Represents pooled data 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 
The rate of perinatal mortality is markedly higher for babies of Aboriginal mothers than for 
babies of non-Aboriginal mothers.  This is related to both the poorer health status of many 
Aboriginal people and the lower level of antenatal care received by Aboriginal mothers 
(DHS, 2004a: 2). 

Low birth weight babies 
Low birth weight babies are those born weighing less than 2500 grams.  The average 
weight of a newborn baby is 3450 grams.  Babies weighing less than 2500 grams are at 
higher risk of disease and death as infants and also at higher risk of developing conditions 
such as cardiac disease and kidney disease leading to renal failure as adults.  Low birth 
weight might be the result of pre-term birth, foetal growth retardation or a combination of 
the two.  There is a range of factors that can impact on a baby’s birth weight, including  
the size and age of the mother, the number of babies previously born to the mother, the 
mother’s nutritional status, smoking and other risk behaviours, illness during pregnancy, 
presence of a multiple birth, and the duration of pregnancy (DHS, 2004a: 8). 
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The proportion of low birth weight Aboriginal babies in Victoria has been increasing since 
1996 from 11 per cent to 15 per cent in 2002.  This is thought to be due in part to a 
greater likelihood of more accurate identification of very small or ill babies as Aboriginal and 
in part to a genuine increase caused partly by poor maternal health.  Babies born to 
Aboriginal mothers are on average lighter than babies born to non-Aboriginal mothers.  
This applies to both full-term and premature babies, although Aboriginal women are more 
likely to have premature babies at a younger age (DHS, 2004a: 8) and also less likely to 
access antenatal care (Department of Natural Resources and Environment, 2002: 20) 
 

Table 2.21: Births of low birth weight babies (rate per 1,000) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1996 – 2002 

Year Indigenous Non- Indigenous 
1996 11.0 6.3 
1997 12.2 6.5 
1998 12.3 6.7 
1999 15.5 6.9 
2000 15.0 6.6 
2001 12.8 6.7 
2002 14.7 6.9 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 

Figure 2.25: Indigenous low birth weight babies (rate per 1,000) Victoria, 1996 – 2002 
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Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 

Immunisation of children  
Immunisation protects against a number of serious infectious diseases.  Children not 
immunised are at increased risk of contracting these diseases or suffer more serious 
complications.  According to the DHS Aboriginal Services Plan Key Indicators Report 
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(2004a), the number of children identified as Aboriginal and fully immunised (received all 
standard immunisation appropriate to their age) for their age at 12–15 months and 24–27 
months is low compared with the number of children of the same age identified as 
Aboriginal in other data sets.  (Note: Data provided on the percentage of Aboriginal 
children fully immunised at school entry age (72–75 months) was found to be incorrect. 
Corrected data was not available at the time of this Report’s preparation).  The low rate of 
immunisation of Aboriginal children is a major health issue as they and their families are 
more likely to contract, and be admitted to hospital for, vaccine-preventable diseases. 
 

Table 2.22: Children immunised (per cent) by age and Indigenous status, Victoria, June 2003 

Age in months Indigenous 
immunised 

Indigenous fully 
immunised 

Non- Indigenous 
immunised 

Non- Indigenous 
fully immunised 

12-15 70.7 61.7 99.9 92 
24-27 55.9 48.9 100.0 90.4 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a).  

Maternal and child health services 
The Maternal and Child Health Service is a universal program offered to all parents from 
the time of the child’s birth until the child reaches the age of six years or enters school.  
The Maternal and Child Health Service is an important preventative service whose use is 
associated with lower rates of child illnesses and involvement in the child protection 
system. 
 
While 98 per cent of all parents and their babies use the service, Aboriginal parents have a 
lower level of use of this service (87 per cent), but the use varies between regions.  The 
trend has remained stable in the three years Aboriginal data have been available. 
 

Figure 2.26: Maternal and child health service use by Indigenous mothers, and child’s age, Victoria, 
1999-00 – 2001-02 
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Source: Department of Human Service (2004a). 
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Infectious diseases 
Infectious diseases include conditions such as scabies, hepatitis, measles, sexually 
transmitted diseases, whooping cough and some forms of gastroenteritis (they do not 
include colds and influenza, as these come under respiratory conditions).  Admission to 
hospital according to the DHS Aboriginal Services Plan Key Indicators Report (2004a), for 
infectious diseases is a sign of inadequate immunisation or poor health and living 
conditions.  
 

Table 2.23: Number of admissions to hospital by Indigenous people for infectious diseases by age, 
Victoria, 1999 – 2001 and 2002-03 

Age (years) 1999 2000 2001 2002-03* 
0-14 11 17 14 17 
15-24 3 0 0 1 
25-44 7 3 8 5 
45-64 0 3 3 4 
65+ 0 2 1 1 

Total 22 25 26 28 
*Financial year 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

The number of admissions is particularly high for children under 14 years.  In this age 
group, infectious diseases are most prevalent among very young children (0-4 years), who 
are least likely to be fully immunised. 

Children with hearing loss 
Although complete state-wide data is not yet available, data for one DHS Region shows 
that middle ear infections are common among Aboriginal children and often lead to 
temporary or permanent hearing loss.  This in turn affects the child’s social and educational 
skills.  These infections, according to the DHS report, appear to begin at a very young age 
in Aboriginal children and become a long term infection. In one DHS Region, 13 per cent of  
Aboriginal children aged 4-6 years had a hearing loss greater than 25 decibels and 35 per 
cent had fluid behind the eardrum (DHS, 2004a: 9). More boys were affected than girls. 

Child admissions to hospital 
High rates of the most common causes of hospital admission for children aged 0-14 are 
indicators of poor health status and less access to appropriate health service.  Differences 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children are more marked for very young children 
than for older children and for males than for females, particularly for ear, nose and throat 
diseases, injuries and respiratory diseases admissions.   

Table 2.24: Child hospital admissions (rate per 1,000) by Indigenous status, sex , age group and cause, 
Victoria, 2001 and 2002-03* 

Indigenous 0-4 years Non- Indigenous 0-4 years 
Male Female Male Female 

Cause of admission 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
Ear/nose/throat/diseases 68 48 38 30 51 33 34 23 
Respiratory diseases 66 62 40 35 33 28 33 19 
Circulatory diseases 6 7 7 7 3 3 2 2 
Skin diseases 7 11 8 11 5 5 5 5 
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Indigenous 0-4 years Non- Indigenous 0-4 years 
Male Female Male Female 

Cause of admission 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
Infectious diseases 12 11 7 6 8 8 8 7 
Injuries 12 7 10 10 9 7 7 5 

Indigenous 5-14 years Non-Indigenous 5-14 years 
Male Female Male Female 

Cause of admission 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
2001 2002-

03 
Ear/nose/throat diseases 16 21 19 19 23 14 21 11 
Respiratory diseases 5 4 5 5 7 5 5 4 
Circulatory diseases 3 1 1 5 1 1 1 1 
Skin diseases 6 4 5 7 5 3 4 3 
Infectious diseases 2 1 2 2 2 6 1 1 
Injuries 4 4 2 3 4 3 2 2 

* Financial year 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

Hospital admissions and causes 
Indigenous Victorians in every age group are more likely than non-Indigenous Victorians to 
be hospitalised for most diseases and conditions, indicating a higher occurrence of illness at 
more severe levels.  Reasons include illnesses associated with respiratory, circulatory and 
digestive (including dental problems) systems, mental disorders, drug and alcohol related 
disorders and injuries.  Information on some of these is shown below. 
 
Hospital admissions for persons aged 15-24 years are presented in Table 2.25 by gender 
and all major causes of admission for the 2000-01 financial year are included.  The pattern 
of admissions does not change greatly from year to year. 
 

Table 2.25: Hospital admissions (rate per 1,000) by Indigenous status, (15-24 year olds), Victoria, 2000-
01 and 2002-03 

Rate of Indigenous admissions Rate of non-Indigenous admissions 
Male Female Male Female 

Cause of admission 2000-01 2002-03 2000-01 2002-03 2000-01 2002-03 2000-01 2002-03 
Mental disorders 19 3 20 12 11 7 15 8 
Alcohol and drug 
related 

6 13 7 4 3 2 2 1 

Injuries/poison/burns 11 12 9 9 10 10 8 7 
Skin diseases 8 13 15 9 8 6 8 5 
Pregnancy-related - - 164 191 - - 70 56 
Musculo-skeletal 12 18 14 8 28 16 13 7 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 
Hospital admissions tend to measure the more severe stage of illnesses and accidents (as 
well as admissions related to pregnancies).  A high level of hospital admission reflects both 
poor health status and low use of primary health care services.  Aboriginal young adults 
(aged 15–24 years) are more frequently admitted for mental disorders, including alcohol 
and drug related admissions, and injuries than non-Aboriginal youth.  Young women are 
admitted most frequently for pregnancy-related causes. 
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Diabetes, renal failure, cardiovascular disease and respiratory disease are the most 
common chronic conditions in Aboriginal people who are admitted to hospital and among 
the most common causes of death (DHS, 2004a: 30).  Overall, Aboriginal people are more 
likely to be admitted to hospital when very young (0-4 years) or aged 25-44 years or 45-64 
years.  Older children and younger adults are admitted at similar rates to the non-
Aboriginal population.  
 

Table 2.26: Male and female cardio-vascular disease-related hospital admissions (rate per 1,000) by 
Indigenous status and age, Victoria, 2002-03 

Indigenous rate Non- Indigenous rate 
Age in years Male Female Male Female 
0-4 7.3 7.1 2.5 2.3 
5-14 1.1 4.5 1.1 1.0 
15-24 1.6 2.0 2.1 2.2 
25-44 15.6 16.9 6.9 5.3 
45-64 67.9 65.2 29.4 17.8 
65+ 75.9 64.2 93.8 72.8 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 
 

Table 2.27: Male and female respiratory disease-related hospital admissions (rate per 1,000) by 
Indigenous status and age, Victoria, 2002-03 

Indigenous rate Non- Indigenous rate 
Age in years Male Female Male Female 
0-4 61.6 35.0 28.3 19.4 
5-14 4.4 4.8 4.8 3.8 
15-24 4.7 5.6 3.5 3.6 
25-44 11.4 9.7 4.7 4.3 
45-64 37.8 38.3 11.6 9.8 
65+ 46.1 53.8 56.4 37.1 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 
 

Table 2.28: Male and female renal failure-related hospital admissions (rate per 1,000) by Indigenous 
status and age, Victoria, 2002-03 

Indigenous rate Non- Indigenous rate 
Age in years Male Female Male Female 
0-4 3.9 3.8 4.2 3.2 
5-14 1.1 1.4 1.9 1.7 
15-24 47.4 2.0 5.5 6.9 
25-44 76.8 42.7 36.0 14.2 
45-64 595.6 775.5 77.2 49.1 
65+ 81.3 16.4 247.3 104.6 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 
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Figure 2.27: Major causes of hospital admissions by Indigenous persons (rate per 1,000) Victoria, 1999-
00* to 2002-03* 
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Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 

 
Injuries, poisoning and burns are a major cause of hospital admission for Aboriginal 
patients, particularly adults aged 25-44 years.  Although more Aboriginal males are 
admitted at this age, Aboriginal women are also admitted at a much greater rate than non-
Aboriginal women.  

Table 2.29: Male and female injuries, poisoning and burns hospital admissions (rate per 1,000) by 
Indigenous status and age, Victoria, 2000-01* 

Indigenous rate Non- Indigenous rate 
Age in years Male Female Male Female 
0-4 12 10 9 7 
5-14 4 2 4 2 
15-24 12 9 10 8 
25-44 22 14 9 7 
45-64 7 11 6 5 
65+ 0 7 11 7 

*Financial year 
Source: Department of Human Services (2004a).  

Self-reported health status 
According to the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 2002, and 
taking account of the difference in the age structure of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
populations, Indigenous Victorians reported lower levels of self assessed health status as 
being excellent/very good than non-Indigenous people and a higher proportion who 
reported having a disability or long term health condition (Figure 2.28). 
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Figure 2.28: Victorians aged 18 years and over by self-reported health and disability status (per cent) by 
Indigenous status, 2002 
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Note: The ABS Indigenous Survey sampled persons 15 years and over, whereas the ABS General Household 
Survey sampled respondents 18 years and over.  To enable the data to be comparable, it has been age 
standardised by the Implementation Review Team. 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2002a). 

Life expectancy and death 
Life expectancy measures the number of years a person born now could expect to live.  
Aboriginal females have higher life expectancy than Aboriginal males, but for both sexes 
Aboriginal life expectancy is markedly lower than non-Aboriginal life expectancy (DHS, 
2004a: 25) and can indicate reduced health and well-being.  For Aboriginal males the 
difference compared to non-Aboriginal males in life expectancy is 20 years and for 
Indigenous females it is 18.6 years.  There is little change in Indigenous life expectancy 
between 1997-1999 and 1999-2001.  It should be noted that life expectancy is calculated 
from deaths registered as Aboriginal.  Adjusted life expectancy takes into account the 
estimated under-reporting of Aboriginal deaths, whereas observed life expectancy does not.  
For 1991-2001 it is estimated only 41 per cent of Aboriginal deaths were registered as 
Aboriginal.  
 

Table 2.30: Life expectancy (years) by Indigenous status, Victoria, 1997-99 and 1999-2001 

1997-1999 1999-2001 
Aboriginal status Male Female Male Female 
Aboriginal observed 64.5 72 66.2 70.2 
Aboriginal adjusted 56.1 65 57 63.8 
Non-Aboriginal  76.2 82 77 82.4 

Note: Observed life expectancy is what is actually recorded from the deaths registered as Aboriginal; adjusted 
life expectancy allows for deaths not registered. 

Source: Department of Human Services (2004a). 
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In terms of the Victorian Indigenous death rate as reported by the ABS, it is 14.3 per 1000 
Indigenous males and 10.3 per 1000 Indigenous females (compared to the Victorian non-
Indigenous rates of 6.9 and 4.4 for males and females respectively).  
 
While there is continued underreporting of suicide in the Indigenous community and there 
are difficulties in establishing Indigenous identity, in 2001 the ABS reported that for 
Victoria, 4.8 per cent of Indigenous deaths were attributed to suicide while for non-
Indigenous deaths it was 1.7 per cent.  
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2.6 Alcohol and Other Substances 

SUMMARY 

Limited statistical information was available on the use of alcohol and 
other substances by Indigenous Victorians.  Around a quarter of 
Indigenous Victorians surveyed by the ABS (2002a) reported that they 
had not consumed alcohol in the last twelve months, while 17 per cent 
reported using alcohol at risk/high risk levels; 44 per cent had never 
used substances other than alcohol for non-medical purposes.  No 
comparative information was available for non-Indigenous Victorians. 

 
 
Limited statistical data was available on the important area of Indigenous alcohol and other 
substance use.  According to the 2001 National Drug Strategy Household Survey (Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2002b), Indigenous adults are twice as likely to smoke 
cigarettes, which increases the risk of heart disease, cancer and respiratory diseases.  
Although Indigenous people are more likely to abstain from alcohol, compared to non-
Indigenous persons, those that do drink are likely to do so at unsafe levels.  The use of 
illegal drugs and other harmful substances are also reported of concern among Indigenous 
people. 
 
According to the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 2002, 
almost one in four Indigenous Victorians (25 per cent) reported they did not consume 
alcohol in the last 12 months.  This rate of non-alcohol consumption was similar to the rate 
reported in 1994.  Almost one-sixth (17 per cent) of Indigenous people aged 15 years and 
over reported risk/high risk alcohol consumption in the last twelve months.  The rate of 
consumption was no different between Indigenous males and females (both at a rate of 17 
per cent).  No comparisons are available for non-Indigenous Victorians.  
 
As shown in Figure 2.29, over four in ten (44 per cent) Indigenous Victorians aged 15 years 
and over reported they had never used substances.  Almost three in ten reported they had 
used substances in the last twelve months.  Marijuana, hashish or cannabis resin appears 
to be the most popular substances used.  
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Figure 2.29: Indigenous people aged 15 years and over: whether used substances and type of 
substances used* for non-medical purposes (per cent), Victoria, 2002 
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*Includes: analgesics; amphetamines; marijuana; heroin; cocaine; hallucinogens (both synthetic and naturally 
occurring); ecstasy and other designer drugs; petrol and other inhalants; and kava; excludes alcohol. 
Note: Percentages do not include non-responses. 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2002a). 
 
In respect to use of alcohol and drug services, according to The Victorian Government 
Aboriginal Affairs Report November 1999-October 2002 (Department of Natural Resources 
and Environment, 2002), 6 per cent of all clients using drugs and alcohol services were 
Indigenous.  
 
Although no Victorian data was available at the national level, a greater proportion of 
Indigenous than non-Indigenous persons (aged 14 years and over) had ever used or 
recently used illicit drugs according to the 2001 National Drug Strategy Household Survey 
published by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2002b).  
 

Table 2.31: Australians aged 14 years and over: illicit drug use by Indigenous status, 2001 

 Indigenous (%) Non-Indigenous (%) 
Never use 42.9 62.6 
Ever use 57.1 37.4 
Recent use (a) 31.8 16.7 

(a) Within the 12 months prior to the Survey. 

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2002b). 
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2.7 Cultural Participation and Community Capacity 

SUMMARY 

Indicators of cultural participation and community capacity, such as 
attending social and community activities, show a high level of 
participation – 88 per cent of Indigenous Victorians reported attending 
such an activity in the last three months prior to the 2002 ABS survey, 
while 53 per cent reported attending cultural events in the last twelve 
months.  Of these, festivals/carnivals (31 per cent), involvement with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations (30 per cent) and 
attending funerals (28 per cent) were most frequent.  In time of crisis, 
88 per cent of Indigenous Victorians said they could get support such as 
from family members or friends or community organisations.  
Comparable figures for non-Indigenous were however higher at 93 per 
cent.  While 71 per cent of Indigenous Victorians reported that they 
could not speak an Indigenous language, 20 per cent said they spoke 
some words.  Of Indigenous Victorians, 23 per cent in 1994 said they 
were living in their traditional country but this decreased to 14.5 per cent 
in 2002. 

 
 
The following information is drawn from the ABS National Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Social Survey 2002 and relates to Indigenous Victorians (no comparable non-
Indigenous data on many survey items exists).  A number of survey questions relate to the 
cultural connections of Indigenous Victorians and community capacity. The survey was 
previously conducted in 1994 and, where data are available from this 1994 survey, 
comparisons are made with the results of 2002. 
 
Almost nine in ten Indigenous Victorians (88 per cent) aged 15 years and over, reported 
they participated in social activities in the last three months prior to the survey.  ‘Going out 
to a cafe, restaurant or bar’ (67 per cent) and ‘Taking part in or attended sport/physical 
activities’ (53 per cent) were the two most popular activities participated in by Indigenous 
Victorians. 
 
More than half of Indigenous people (53 per cent) also said they attended cultural event(s) 
in the last twelve months prior to the survey.  This proportion is lower when compared with 
the 1994 survey results (59 per cent).  In 2002, three common types of events that 
Indigenous people attended were ‘Festivals/carnivals’ (31 per cent), ‘Involvement with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island organisations’ (30 per cent) and ‘Funerals’ (28 per cent). 
Interestingly, a survey of Victorians (not differentiated by Indigenous status) conducted by 
the Department for Victorian Communities (DVC) (2004), found 53 per cent said they had 
attended a local event in the last twelve months. 
 
When asked about obtaining support in time of crisis, the majority of Indigenous people 
(88 per cent) said they were able to get support in time of crisis.  The two top nominated 
sources of support from outside household were ‘Family member’ (70 per cent), and 
‘Friend’ (56 per cent).  (According to the abovementioned survey conducted by DVC (2004), 
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93 per cent of Victorians said they could get help if they needed it from friends, family or 
neighbours).  
 
Regarding language, almost three in four (71 per cent) Indigenous Victorians said they did 
not speak an Indigenous language, with one in five (20 per cent) indicating that they spoke 
some Indigenous words only. 
 
In respect to land issues, the 2002 ABS survey contained several items of relevance.  
Almost half of Indigenous Victorians said they identified with clan, tribal or language group 
in 2002.  However, the proportion of Indigenous Victorians living in their 
homelands/traditional country had decreased from 23 per cent in 1994 to 14.5 per cent in 
2002 (although the decrease is not statistically significant according to the ABS). 
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2.8 Reconciliation 

SUMMARY 

Recent surveys provide information about public attitudes to 
reconciliation which is relevant to the Review findings.  Generally, there 
is support for reconciliation among a majority of Victorians in 2004.  
However such support is much stronger in Metropolitan Melbourne (63 
per cent) than in Regional Victoria (40 per cent).  There is less support 
for giving an apology to Aboriginal people – 43 per cent in Metropolitan 
Melbourne and even less in Regional Victoria 21 per cent.  At the 
national level, surveys report on the complexity of Australian attitudes 
towards Indigenous Australians – over 70 per cent agree that there is a 
need for government programs to help reduce disadvantage among 
Aboriginal peoples, yet 60 per cent believe that compared to other 
Australians, Aboriginal people get too much assistance from government 
and 70 per cent agree that Aboriginal people don't do enough to help 
themselves.  At the same time, a majority of Australians believed that 
there was a lack of progress and outcomes in efforts to helping 
Indigenous people, while a similar proportion agreed that Australia 
should help Aboriginal people to become more financially independent 
and self-reliant.  

 
 
Public surveys are regularly conducted on a range of social issues and at times have 
included questions gauging public opinion about Aboriginal issues.  As reported in The Age 
(20th September 2004: 8) in the lead up to the Federal election, results from the Saulwick 
Age Poll were presented in relation to reconciliation and the related issue of an apology to 
the Aboriginal community and are relevant to the Implementation Review.  This survey was 
conducted in July 2004 using a sample of 1000 Australians eligible to vote.  
 
The survey results of this poll indicate that of Victorian respondents, 63 per cent of those in 
Metropolitan Melbourne believe the reconciliation process should continue, compared to 40 
per cent in Regional Victoria.  Those who believe the process of reconciliation is no longer 
needed represented 33 per cent in Metropolitan Melbourne in contrast to 59 per cent in 
Regional Victoria. 
 
In respect of giving an apology to Aboriginal people, 41 per cent of Victorians believe the 
government should apologise (43 per cent in Metropolitan Melbourne and 21 per cent in 
Regional Victoria).  A higher proportion (61 per cent) believe that the government should 
not apologise – this response was more common in Regional Victoria (75 per cent) than in 
Metropolitan Melbourne (54 per cent). 
 
It appears that opposition to the continuation of the reconciliation process and to the 
government making an apology is more widespread outside Metropolitan Melbourne.  
Similar trends occur in other Australian states. 
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Results from another recent survey (Australian SCAN — Monitoring Cultural Change, 
Quantum Market Research, 2004) show that Victorians ranked Reconciliation as the twenty-
first priority (out of a list of 25) for government action.  While action on racism is identified 
by 6 per cent of Victorians (in eighteenth place), only 5 per cent identify reconciliation as a 
priority (in twenty-first place) with other issues being seen as having greater priority. 
 
More detailed information on reconciliation and related Indigenous issues is provided by the 
quantitative and qualitative research conducted in early 2000 for the Council for Aboriginal 
Reconciliation (Saulwick and Muller, 2000).  Conducted nationally (with a representative 
sample of 1300 Australians 18 years and over) to determine community attitudes to 
reconciliation, the findings, while not restricted to Victoria, are nevertheless of considerable 
interest in relation to progress on reconciliation as envisaged by the Royal Commission. 
 
According to the authors of this research, the issues are complex and so is public opinion.  
Thus although there is almost universal support (92 per cent strongly agree) for the notion 
that ‘as far as possible, all Australians should have equal rights and opportunities’, there is 
marked division as to whether they believe, ‘compared to other groups, Aboriginal people 
as being disadvantaged or not disadvantaged’.  Slightly less than half (41 per cent) of the 
community thinks of Aboriginal people as a disadvantaged group (52 per cent) believe that 
Aboriginal people are not disadvantaged.  When asked about living conditions, compared to 
other Australians, 52 per cent of respondents think of Aboriginal people as being ‘generally 
worse off’.  Those living in country areas and those from lower to middle income 
households are more likely than others to believe Aboriginal people are ‘better off/same’. 
 
In terms of whether there is a need for government programs to help reduce disadvantage 
among Aboriginal people, over 70 per cent agree.  Yet around 60 per cent believe 
‘compared with other Australians, Aboriginal people get too much special assistance from 
the government’ and around 70 per cent agree that ‘Aboriginal people don't do enough to 
help themselves’.  There is also a widespread belief (around 80 per cent) about a perceived 
lack of outcomes and progress from efforts to helping Aboriginal people.  Almost 80 per 
cent of respondents agree that ‘the nation should help Aboriginal people become more 
financially independent and self-reliant’. 
 
In respect to what happened in the past, a large majority of Australians (84 per cent) 
acknowledge that Aboriginal people were treated harshly and unfairly in the past and 
around 60 per cent agree that Australia should formally acknowledge ‘Aboriginal people as 
the original owners of traditional lands and waters’ and that ‘Australia was occupied without 
the consent of Aboriginal people’. 
 
Views about the link between disadvantage and the past were also explored by the survey.  
In general many respondents (48 per cent) do not believe there is a link between the two 
while almost as many (45 per cent) agree there is a link.  Although this survey showed 
strong support for the importance of the reconciliation process (over 80 per cent), 62 per 
cent of respondents believe Australians today are not responsible for what happened in the 
past so governments should not have to apologise for it (33 per cent said there should be 
an apology).  Most respondents (92 per cent) agreed that Australia should recognise the 
traditional beliefs and culture of Aboriginal people, yet 58 per cent believe that Aboriginal 
people should not have special rights, such as Native Title or special seats in Parliament (35 
per cent said they should). 
 
Clearly, while there may have been attitudinal progress on the reconciliation front, there is 
still sufficient resistance and doubt among non-Indigenous people, particularly in regional 
and rural areas, to render the accounts offered by Victorian Indigenous people in the 
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course of this Review more than plausible.  The accounts offered by Indigenous Victorians 
consulted in the course of this Review are in no way out of line with the findings of surveys 
which have approached this matter from the other direction, the non-Indigenous 
perspective, which reveal a strong residue of negative attitudes to reconciliation and its 
prerequisites, if not to the idea itself.  
 
 
 
 
 




