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3RD JUNE 1986 

ACCOMMODATION ALTERNATIVES 

ADAM GRAYCAR 

COMMISSIONER FOR THE AGEING 



Accommodation policies for elderly people in Australia are 

splattered across an expansive canvas and the major players pop 

up all over the place with policies and regulations, constraints 

and limitations, aspirations and hopes. Accommodation policies 

for elderly people involve activity by all three levels of 

government, non-government welfare organisations (of which about 

700 in South Australia are involved with the welfare of elderly 

people), private entrepreneurs, developers, and professionals, to 

name a few. Some are more attuned than others to the needs of 

non-English speaking older people though it is important to note 

that for both English speaking and non-English speaking elderly 

people many of the accommodation and support issues are similar. 

Of course there are some differences and it is our task to 

identify, target and work on those differences. 

Some people like where they live, some don't. Some people 

can comfortably afford their housing, some can't. Some need 

8better access to community services, some don't. Most live in 

private independent accommodation but Australia wide, over 

100,000 live in institutions and a further estimated 150,000 

(half as many again) live with younger relatives, usually adult 

children. Levels of dependency vary with income and mobility 

limitations, and with community formal and informal supports. 

Put all of that against a backdrop of numerous players, 3 levels 

of government and all the others I mentioned then accommodation 

policies border on one of the most complex and confusing systems 

in our society. 
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Most elderly people in Australia live satisfactorily in 

private residences suitable for their lifestyle. 93.6 per cent 

of people aged 65 and over live in private households, and only 

6.4 per cent live in institutions <nursing homes, hostels, homes 

for the aged, etc). Institutional rates vary by age and sex: 

2. 1 per cent of men aged 65-74; 2.4 per cent of women 65-74; 8. 1 

per cent of men aged 75+; 17.2 per cent of women 75+ live in 

institutions of various types. Of elderly people in private 

households, three quarters own or are puchasing their homes. 

In its 1981 Handicapped Persons Survey, the Australian 
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Bureau of Statistics identified 450,700 people over 65 as having 

handicaps, and of these, 82 per cent live in private households 

and 18 per cent in institutions. Again age was significant. Of 

those aged 65-74 92 per cent of those with handicaps live in 

private dwellings while for those aged 75 and over, 72 per cent of 

those with handicaps live in private dwellings and 27 per cent in 

institutions. Therefore, not only do the overwhelming majority of 

elderly people live in private households, the overwhelming 

majority of elderly people with handicaps live in private 

dwellings. And, furthermore that is where most elderly people 

want to be and want to stay. 

Elderly people who need some assistance can be supported to 

live in their homes often with simple and low-cost aids, minor 

adaptations to ease physical limitations, and certain basic 

communications equipment. In addition a balance of support 

services, both of a formal and informal nature can be constructed 



comprising, where appropriate, home help, meals on wheels, home 

nursing, home cleaning, handywork, gardening, shopping, meal 

preparation, etc. Sometimes the smallest amounts of these can 

make all the difference between satisfactory and unsatisfactory 

accommodation. 

3. 

The State Government, in conjunction with the Commonwealth 

Government, Local Government, and both the voluntary and 

commercial sectors are concerned to work out satisfactory home 

support systems, to encourage communities to provide supports to 

enable people to remain in private residences and avoid 

unnecessary admission to nursing home or hostel care. 

We have already heard about progress in nursing home and 

hostel accommodation as well as Home and Community Care (HACC). 

The HACC program is a joint Commonwealth and State funding 

program to help community groups and service delivery 

organisations develop support services for frail aged and 

disabled persons to enable them to remain, as long as possible in 

the community. The guidelines are quite strict and do not permit 

a massive expansion of service types, but there is money for 

innovation and new approaches. Most of the money goes to 

existing services such as domiciliary care, home nursing, meals 

on wheels and local government aged care workers. The new money, 

almost $4 million allocated to date (but not yet spent) and 

another $4 million next financial year will be used to develop 

responsive and much needed services in respite care, co

ordination, home help and transport services. Our Office is 

involved in the State HACC policy committee and on the advice of 



regional HACC committees we are working towards a co-ordinated 

approach with these limited resources. our objective is to move 

from a submission based model to a needs based model. 

Not only are we working on these issues for the elderly 

community as a whole, but paying particular attention to our 

numerous enclaves of ethnic communities. 

The Act of Parliament under which I work, the Commissioner 

for the Ageing Act, lists as one of my objectives: 

"to ensure that the multicultural nature of the 
community is reflected in the planning and 
implementation of programs and services for 
the ageing or affecting the ageing". 

Not only would it be highly irresponsible of me not to 

pay particular attention to those one in eight of our elderly 

population who were born in non-English speaking countries, not 

only would it be grossly negligent not to plan for a future 

where somewhere in the order of one in five of our elderly 

population were born in non-English speaking countries, but I 

have a statutory responsibility to ensure that our ethnic elderly 

are not ignored, are not forgotten, are not regarded as 

marginal, and placed on the scrapheap of our developing aged care 

system. 

When we look at the needs of our ethnic elderly we find 

their major needs are not terribly different to those of English

speaking elderly people. The needs that are important include 

financial security; shelter and accommodation that is appropriate 
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to one's age and condition; maintenance of physical and mental 

health; communication and information; occupational, social and 

recreational activities. In some issues, such as in ensuring 

financial security, ethnicity is not a major issue, as a dollar is 

a dollar whichever way you look at it. However when we start to 

look at things like communication and information, maintenance of 

physical and mental health, and some of the accommodation issues 

that are on the horizon, we then find that we have to tread 

especially carefully, especially thoughtfully, and especially 

sensitively, to ensure that our ethnic elderly population has 

available an appropriate range of suitable services. 

In order to be able to achieve this, we established right at 

the start, a post of Ethnic Consultant and I doubt there is any 

organisation in South Australia today working with ethnic older 

people that is not well aware of the work of, and feels a close 

affinity with our Ethnic Consultant, Margaretha Hanen. Mrs Hanen 

has played an important role as a facilitator and resource person 

with numerous ethnic communities. Many communities turn to her 

when they have to work their way through the amazing bureaucratic 

muddles, through the confusing governmental mazes, through the 

awkward barrage of unbelievable obstacles in trying to ensure the 

sorts of activities that make life better for older people. Of 

particular importance are the issues in accommodation. 

There is generally perceived to be a lack of accommodation 

to meet the needs of elderly immigrants in terms of their own 

language, culture, diet and religion. Where non-English speaking 

elderly people find themselves in institutions where they can't 
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communicate they are said to become depressed and disoriented. 

They may find themselves terribly isolated. In some cases they 

may find themselves unable to eat the food, unable to communicate 

and then a very awkward dividing line is drawn between the sort 

of neglect that they may experience as a result of their 

isolation or something that may be termed more direct abuse. 

There are in metropolitan Adelaide today, 31,000 people over 

the age of 55 who were born in non-English speaking countries. 

That is 15% of all of the people over the age of 55. That is not 

an insignificant minority. Over the next twenty years that 

31,000 is expected to treble to somewhere in the order of 95,000. 

We will certainly find a range of very substantial issues to test 

our planning skills. 

Most of our ethnic aged <over 95%) live in private 

dwellings. Fewer than 5% live in other accommodation such as 

nursing homes and hostels. Many do not have, as the prevailing 

myths would have it, extensive family networks to support them. 

While the majority of ethnic elderly people would prefer to live 

in their own homes without outside help, those who would consider 

moving into institutional care express a clear desire for ethno

specific rather than mainstream accommodation. The Commonwealth 

government has taken a particularly sympathetic view and is 

encouraging the development of ethno-specific accommodation. 

There are of course very special needs of our non-English 

speaking elderly population. As I mentioned before there is an 
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English language difficulty that many people have. Well over 

half of people over the age of 65 who were born in Greece or 

Italy are not able to speak English well or are not able to speak 

English at all. More than. three quarters of Italian-born and 

Greek-born women over the age of 65 do not speak English well or 

do not speak English at all, whereas for men the proportion is 

well over half. This contrasts for example with Dutch-born or 

German-born where the proportions are considerably lower -

somewhere in the order of 11 or 12% are not able to speak English 

well or able to speak it at all. Among the mqre recently arrived 

immigrant groups, particuarly Asian and middle Eastern groups the 

proportions not able tp speak English are much higher though the 

numbers themselves are much smaller. 

Having difficulty with English language restricts knowledge 

of and use of available resources and limits the range of people 

with whom one can communicate. Even with some degree of 

proficiency in English people may still experience significant 

difficulties because of cultural factors and lack of common 

experience. Older people whatever their culture, enjoy 

reminiscing and if there is nobody with whom to share experiences 

- nobody with whom to share common backgrounds or common 

interests, then one's level of participation in social activities 

is particularly limited thus causing loneliness and depression. 

It is really therefore very important for social service workers, 

medical workers, and others to be able to communicate effectively 

both in home environments and in congregate living environments. 



Ethnicity and in particular language difficulty can 

therefore lead to isolation which may be social, cultural, 

linguistic and if people find themselves with fewer 

contemporaries with similar- experiences and needs, then they find 

themselves with limited social networks and the argument is 

overwhelming that appropriate accommodation alternatives must be 

made available for people to be able to share, to reminisce, to 

enjoy and to be part and parcel of the whole social structure 

that we regard as so important for older people. 

Not only therefore must accommodation options be appropriate 

but community care services need to be sufficiently flexible to 

encourage ethno-specific services which may relate to language, 

diet, cultural and religious observances. 

Our Office therefore has a very important role to play in 

stimulating and encouraging ethnic communities to provide what 

they think is most appropriate for their older members. In some 

cases this may be some form of congregate housing. In other 

cases it may be the development of volunteer networks. In other 

cases it may be transport services. In other cases it may be 

home care services. In some cases it may be a mix of all of 

these and those of you who have worked with Mrs Hanen I am sure 

are aware of the activities that she has devoted to dealing with 

issues such as transport, accommodation, support for volunteers, 

translation of appropriate information for the ethnic aged and 

support for workers in the field. 

8. 



Aware of my statutory obligation to ensure that the 

multicultural nature of the community is reflected in the 

planning and implementation of programs and services for the 

ageing and working under another section of the Act which says 

that the Commissioner may establish committees to advise him on 
' 

any matter related to the performance of his functions under this 

Act, I established last year as my first committee, a Committee 

on Ethnic Aged Issues. It is a crucial committee for the 

performance of our functions because whereas 13.5% of the 

Australian-born population will be over the age of 60 in the year 

2000, 25% of the overseas-born population will be 60 years and 

over. In particular it is of interest to note that of Italian

born people in South Australia 12% today are aged 60 yrs or over 

but in the year 2000 50% will be 60 yrs or over. Of Greek-born 

people the respective proportions today and in the year 2000 are 

10% and 43%; of Polish-born 39% and 28%; of Ukrainian-born 47% 

and 30%. 

The Committee which comprises people from a wide range of 

service agencies and government instrumentalities is an important 

one in that it advises on policy directions for South Australia. 

The State perspective emerges by taking into account the needs of 

the ethnic communities in trying to care for and support their 

elderly members. These needs then must be tailored to 

Commonwealth and State policies and funding criteria. 

In looking at all of the sorts of services that make for a 

sympathetic mix our Office has been particularly keen to ensure 

that the various levels of government can be brought together. 

9. 



There are of course some great difficulties. To start with the 

elderly population is not evenly spread across our local 

government areas and furthermore the ethnic elderly population 

is not equally spread across local government areas. There are 

some local government areas in metropolitan area Adelaide that 

have considerably larger than average numbers of elderly people 

born in non-English speaking countries. If we look at all 
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people over the age of 65 we find that in Thebarton the 

proportion born in non-English speaking countries is 28.3%, 

Campbelltown 23.8%, Hindmarsh 19.2%, Woodville 18.8%, St. Peters 

18.2%, and Enfield 17.0%. When we look at those local government 

areas with very low proportions of their elderly population born 

in non-English speaking countries we find Glenelg 4.2%, Brighton 

4.3%, Walkerville 5.5%, Noarlunga 6.7%, Stirling 6.9%, Burnside 

7. 1% and Mitcham 7. 1%. 

Trying to work out the most suitable intervention point is 

not very easy. The Commonwealth government has major financial 

resources at its disposal. The State government has considerable 

ability to co-ordinate and bring together the various activities 

yet local government still has the capacity to determine, through 

its planning and approval mechanism, where the sorts of services 

for elderly people might be located and to some extent the 

structure of those services. 

Some local government authorities are particularly helpful 

and particularly encouraging in ensuring that the range of ethnic 

communities and range of ethnic services can be best enhanced in 

their locality. Only a couple of weeks ago I was at the 



foundation laying of an aged care complex in the Hindmarsh area 

being developed by the Greek community. Apart from Federal and 

State parliamentarians, the Mayor of Hindmarsh spoke very warmly 

and very encouragingly about the development. Hindmarsh as I 

mentioned has almost one in five of its elderly population born 

in non-English speaking countries. At the other end of the 

spectrum is a council with which we are having some difficulty at 

present, Walkerville Council which has approximately one in 

twenty of its elderly population born in non-English speaking 

countries. 

As I mentioned before it is the clear policy of both the 

Commonwealth and State governments to limit inappropriate 

institutionalisation. In the past all too often people have 

found themselves admitted to nursing home accommodation because 

no other alternatives are available. In the past admission to a 

nursing home was often seen as an easier alternative when home 

care supports were not available or other forms of congregate 

living were not available. A proposal was recently developed by 

the Lithuanian Womens Association of South Australia to house 

five elderly people in a house in Walkerville. The idea was that 

a housekeeper would live in the house with these people and by 

providing a range of neutral supports a viable community would be 

developed and these people would be able to live with people of 

similar background, similar cultural experiences, similar 

language, - all the things that I mentioned earlier on as 

enhancing their quality of life. The proposal has received 

tangible support from the Federal government by way of a grant 

of $110,000. It has received support from at least one State 
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Government Minister as well as from the local Member of 

Parliament. It has received the strongest support from my 

Office. On all criteria and by all accounts this is the sort the 

project that everybody is giving support to both in a verbal 

sense and where there are funds available by way of appropriate 

grants. 

Walkerville Council however sees it in a different light. 

The Council has refused consent for the Lithuanian group to 

proceed with the project primarily on the grounds that the 

development would not create a convenient and pleasant 

environment in which to live. Not only has the Council refused 

the application but the Council has treated the group very badly 

indeed. It agreed at one stage to go to an informal conference 

prior to taking the case to a formal appeal but without any 

communication whatever, left the community members high and dry, 

waiting outside the hearing room, while it decided that it 
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would not discuss the matter informally and it would let the 

matter take its course through the courts. The Council must have 

been aware that the Lithuanian Womens Association did not have 

the resources to engage in a lengthy legal battle and if it were 

to get itself involved in such a time consuming and expensive 

legal battle they would certainly run out of time and money to 

take advantage of the Commonwealth government grant for the 

redevelopment, and thus lose the $110,000 allocated. 

The arguments given by the Council for refusing the 

application seemed so specious, so flimsy, and so value laden, 

that the only conclusion that can be drawn, bearing in mind all 
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the correspondence that has passed between the parties in this 

case, is that the Council simply does not want to entertain 

alternatives to traditional accommodation for older people. It 

would be very hard to draw any other conclusion when one takes 

into account all of the Commonwealth and State policies that have 

been advanced to limit institutionalisation, when one takes into 

account the high handed way in which council has treated this 

group, and when one notes that the council knows it can outlast 

this poor immigrant group if it takes the whole process through 

the messy, convoluted, legal procedures which are bound to drain 

them financially. 

There is no doubt that local government can have both a 

beneficial and a devastating effect on the development of 

accommodation services for older people and on the impact that 

such services can have on non-English speaking elderly people. 

When local councils such as Walkerville proclaim themselves to be 

looking after the interests of older people, yet by their actions 

limit the sort of activities that are universally regarded as 

appropriate for the well-being of older people, one can only be 

suspicious of their motives and regard their proclaimed good 

intentions with scepticism. I hope this is an isolated case and 

I hope I see more examples of the Hindmarsh approach and fewer of 

the Walkerville approach. 




