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Family empowerment towards sustainable desert settlements: 
the Family Wellbeing Program in Alice Springs  

Across Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have experienced severe and systematic 
disempowerment with devastating health and social impacts. Despite Australia’s world-class health 
system, the life expectancy of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men is 11 years lower than that for 
Australian males (67 years compared to 78) and for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women it is 
10 years less (73 compared 83 years) (SCRGSP 2009).* Concerted action can make a difference (as 
demonstrated by the reduction in the life expectancy gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people in North America and New Zealand to around seven years) (SCRGSP 2009). But in Australia, 
in some important respects, the circumstances of Aboriginal people appear to have either deteriorated 
or regressed or health inequity has increased (Gary Banks, quoted in Steering Committee for the 
Review of Government Service Provision 2005). In the Northern Territory, for example, all-cause 
mortality rates for Aboriginal people declined overall and for all age groups over a long period (1967–
2000). Declines in Aboriginal mortality however ‘did not keep pace with the relative decline for the 
total Australian population’ (Wilson et al. 2007).  

There is now an evidence base which indicates that interventions that empower socially excluded 
populations across psychological, organisational and community levels have achieved improved health 
outcomes and quality of life of disadvantaged groups (Wallerstein 2006). Empowerment is a social 
action process that promotes participation of people, organisations and communities towards the goals 
of increased individual and community control, political efficacy, improved quality of community life, 
and social justice (Wallerstein 1992). Increased control and mastery means that people are better able 
to deal with the forces that affect their lives, (Syme 2003) and have greater capacity to deal with day-
to-day challenges of life without being overwhelmed by them (Syme 1998). Aboriginal people have 
described empowerment as ‘Healing – coming to terms with the past and present situation, dealing 
with the pain; gaining control; becoming strong; finding your voice; participating in change; and 
working together for a strong community’ (Haswell-Elkins et al. forthcoming). 

Since 2001, James Cook University and the University of Queensland have worked in partnership with 
a range of Aboriginal and mainstream organisations to explore the role and contribution that concepts 
of empowerment and control can make towards a better understanding of, and addressing, the social 
determinants of health and wellbeing for Aboriginal people. Fundamental to any initiative that aims to 
enhance empowerment and control is that it is relevant to the needs of its participants, that it starts 
where people are ‘at’ and that it engages different people who have differing life experiences and 
opportunities and who may be at different levels of motivation and ability (McCashen 2005). One of 
the practical programs or tools we have used for studying empowerment and control and their 
relationships to Aboriginal health is the Family Wellbeing Program, an ‘inside-out solution’ that 
builds on Aboriginal strengths. 

The Family Well Being (FWB) program is a nationally recognised program, originally developed in 
Adelaide in 1993, which aims to empower participants and their families to assume greater control and 
responsibility over the conditions which influence their lives. It attempts to explicitly address the 
emotional effects of colonisation among Aboriginal Australians by helping people explore the 
important issues affecting their daily lives, recognise their own strengths and resources, develop 
knowledge and take action to improve their situation. The program is based on the belief that all 
humans have basic physical, emotional, mental and spiritual needs. If these needs aren’t met, people 
may suffer personal or relationship problems and have difficulty coping with the everyday challenges 
of life. The James Cook University and University of Queensland research team has also developed 
and piloted a quantitative tool to address the need for appropriate methodologies to evaluate the 
effectiveness of empowerment interventions as strategies for addressing health and wellbeing 
                                                 
* Note: hereafter, ‘Aboriginal’ is used to describe all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of Australia and its 
islands. 
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(Haswell-Elkins et al. forthcoming). The ‘Growth and Empowerment Measure’ (GEM) is a 
quantitative instrument that complements an existing qualitative approach which has been used to 
evaluate the Family Wellbeing Program, thereby consolidating and enhancing the emerging evidence 
base in the relatively unexplored area of empowerment research. 
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FWB in Alice Springs 

The FWB Program has been implemented in Alice Springs since 1998 by Tangentyere Council, the 
Institute for Aboriginal Development, The Central Australian Aboriginal Congress, and more recently, 
Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education. James Cook University has helped with 
evaluation and facilitator training. Delivery of the program has been funded in Central Australia by 
Australian Government family violence prevention and suicide prevention grants. Additional funding 
has been provided by the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre Core Project 4, which is 
focused on sustainable settlements, to explore the relationship between family empowerment and 
sustainable settlements. The GEM tool has also been developed and piloted with participants of the 
FWB Program in Alice Springs (and other settings) to ensure that it truly captures changes in levels of 
empowerment that individuals, families/ groups and communities experience and value (based on 
substantial qualitative data from participants); reflects the cultural context and definition of 
empowerment for Aboriginal people (their own words and concepts); and is strengths-based and able 
to promote the empowerment process (promoting hope and guiding effort). The development of the 
GEM has been funded by the National Health and Medical Research Council and the Cooperative 
Research Centre for Aboriginal Health. 

This discussion paper is a starting point towards describing the demographic and socioeconomic 
context for Alice Springs Aboriginal people; that is, the context within which the FWB Program is 
being implemented. It may be read in conjunction with other papers that also address key issues 
related to the sustainability of Alice Springs as a desert settlement (Kennedy 2009, Long & Memmott 
2007, Sanders 2004).  

Alice Springs  

Almost in the exact centre of Australia, Alice Springs is some 1200 kilometres from the nearest ocean 
and 1500 kilometres from Darwin and Adelaide, the nearest major cities. As well as the Central 
Arrernte people (the town area’s traditional owners) many other non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal 
peoples have settled in Alice Springs. European exploration of the central Australian region began in 
the 1860s and the town (originally named Stuart) was established as a frontier settlement for north–
south travel, initially by camel trains and since 1929 by the Ghan railway from Adelaide. Frontier 
violence from the 1870s had a huge impact on local Aboriginal tribes and drastic enforced change has 
resulted in serious social and economic disruption.  

In 2006, Alice Springs had a population of 23 888 (ABS 2006c), making it the second-largest 
settlement in the Northern Territory after Darwin. The 2006 Census counted 17 509 non-Aboriginal 
people, 4401 Aboriginal people, 28 Torres Strait Islanders and 65 people of both Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander heritage, and a further 1885 people whose Aboriginal status was unknown. 
Within Alice Springs, Aboriginal residents live in the suburbs, established town camps and several 
informal camps. Alice Springs is the major service centre for some 260 communities in the central 
Australian region (approximately 11 000 to 12 000 people) that lack adequate access to a range of 
services. There are 19 legally established town camps in Alice Springs and two camps without leases. 
These town camps are small communities made up of family members or members of the same 
language groups or geographical origins. The camps themselves tend to be in locations which 
correspond to the direction closest to the residents’ ‘traditional country’. Town camp residents have a 
distinct identity within the Alice Springs community and despite the high level of alcohol misuse, 
family violence and other social pressures many people prefer to live on town camps among family 
who provide strong social support systems.  

For the purposes of this research, the population of concern is the Aboriginal population of Alice 
Springs including people living in the town camps (defined in the 2006 Census as Anthelk-
Ewlpaye/Hoppys camp, Nyewente/Akngwertnarre, Ewyenper/Atwatye, Larapinta, Stuart, Jeavitree, 
Charles and Ross) and the rest of Alice Springs. The following demographic and socioeconomic data 
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provides a cross-sectional picture of the differences and similarities between Aboriginal people living 
in the Alice Springs town camps with that of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people living in the rest 
of Alice Springs. While Aboriginal people move between the town camps and suburban residential 
housing, the analysis of the 2006 Census data indicates that sustainability of the settlement of Alice 
Springs is likely to mean different things for each of the key population groups. It is expected that 
some of the structural issues and challenges implicit in working towards the goal of settlement 
development (‘to satisfy needs of happiness and security’, Doxiadis 1968) will be different for the 
Alice Springs town campers compared to Aboriginal people living in the rest of Alice Springs, and 
that it would differ even more significantly from the issues facing non-Aboriginal people living in the 
rest of Alice Springs.  

At the 2006 Census, 1127 Aboriginal people and 59 non-Aboriginal people were enumerated in the 
town camps. There were 3368 Aboriginal people counted in the rest of Alice Springs (ABS 2006 a,b). 
Hence, town campers comprise just 5 per cent of the Alice Springs population and Aboriginal people 
living in the rest of the town comprise 14 per cent. The overall population of Alice Springs increased 
by 4 per cent in 1996–2001, then decreased by 6 per cent from 2001–06. The Aboriginal population 
however increased by 9 per cent from 1996–2001, and again by 12 per cent 2001–06. From 2001–06 
the suburban population increased by 3 per cent and the population of town camps increased by 20 per 
cent. However, this apparent increase in the town camp population may be related to changes in the 
methodology for census enumeration rather than a real increase. 

Table 1: Alice Springs population change 1996–2006 
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2006 26 472 17 562 81 4765 19 1,127 5 3368 14 

2001 28 178 20 820 83 4252 17 973 4 3279 12 

1996 27 092   3911      

1. Where Aboriginal status was known. 

2. It is difficult (if not impossible) to differentiate town camp residents from residents of the surrounding suburban areas from the 
1996 Census data. There are some inconsistencies between time series data and specific Census data (ABS Census 
2006a,b,c, 2001, 1996). 
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Map 1: Alice Springs, including town camp locations 

 

Table 2 and the population pyramids (below) show that whereas only 21 per cent of the non-
Aboriginal population of Alice Springs was under 15 years of age, 36 per cent of Aboriginal residents 
of the rest of Alice Springs were under 15. Interestingly, in the town camps the proportion of people 
under 15 years of age was 25.3 per cent, probably reflecting the fact that town camps are highly 
connected to outlying Aboriginal communities and that children often stay in those communities while 
parents and associated adults, for a variety of reasons, move quite frequently and in circular fashion 
between the communities and Alice Springs (Young & Doohan 1989, in Sanders 2004). Conversely, 
there is a higher proportion of adults aged 25–44 in town camps (34 per cent) compared to other 
Aboriginal town residents (28 per cent). 

Family empowerment towards sustainable desert settlements                   Desert Knowledge CRC 5



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 68: Janya McCalman 

Table 2: Numbers and age distributions of people in Alice Springs, 2006 Census 

 
 

Aboriginal in town 
camps 

Aboriginal in rest of 
Alice Springs 

Non-Aboriginal in Alice 
Springs 

Number of people 1131 3367 17 509 

Percentage of Alice 
Springs population 

4.7 14.4 73.3 

 

Age distribution (%)    

0–4 10.7 11.8 6.7 

5–14 14.8 24.5 14.0 

15–24 21.5 17.3 13.2 

25–44 33.7 27.8 33.6 

45–64 15.5 14.2 27.1 

65+ 3.8 4.3 5.4 

Total 100 100 100 
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Figure 1: Alice Springs Aboriginal town camp residents: age by sex 
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Figure 2: Alice Springs Aboriginal residents (excluding town camps) 
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Figure 3: Alice Springs non-Aboriginal residents (excluding town camps) 
 

Table 3 shows that 67 per cent of Aboriginal people living in town camps speak an Aboriginal 
language at home. This reflects the close ties that residents have with outlying communities. In 
contrast, only 18 per cent of Aboriginal people living in the rest of Alice Springs speak an Aboriginal 
language at home. Sadly, these proportions have changed considerably since 2001, when 85% town 
camp people and 14% Aboriginal people living in suburban Alice Springs spoke an Aboriginal 
language at home. 
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Table 3: Languages spoken at home by people in Alice Springs, 2006 Census 

 
 Aboriginal persons in 

town camps 
Aboriginal persons in 
rest of Alice Springs 

Non-Aboriginal 
persons in Alice 

Springs 

Number of people 1131 3367 17 509 

Speaks Australian 
Aboriginal language 
(percentage) 

66.9 17.8 – 

English only 20.6 73.7 – 

 

Levels of schooling completed by town camp residents are significantly lower than those of 
Aboriginal people living in the suburbs of Alice Springs, and even more so than non-Aboriginal 
residents. Table 4 shows that in the town camps a huge 57 per cent of adult residents had either never 
attended school or left before completing grade 8. In contrast, 21 per cent of Aboriginal suburban 
residents and only 4.1 per cent of non-Aboriginal residents had either never attended school or left 
before completing grade 8. Conversely, only 5 per cent of town campers had completed years 11 or 12 
compared to 32 per cent of Aboriginal suburban residents and 64 per cent of non-Aboriginal residents. 
Tsey (1997) argued that free and compulsory schooling is a necessary prerequisite for any 
improvements in Aboriginal social and health conditions, and that there can never be any meaningful 
Aboriginal self-determination and social and health improvements so long as Aboriginal children 
continue to miss out on effective primary and high school education.  

Table 4: Highest level of schooling completed by people aged 15 years or more, 2006 Census 

 
 

Aboriginal persons in 
town camps 

Aboriginal persons in 
rest of Alice Springs 

Non-Aboriginal 
persons in Alice 

Springs 

Number of people 1131 3367 17 509 

Level of schooling completed (percentage) 

Never attended school 14.4 6.2 0.3 

Year 8 or below 42.5 14.6 3.8 

Year 10 or below 20.2 32.4 28.3 

Year 11 and 12 5.1 31.8 64.0 

Not stated 17.8 15.0 3.6 

Total (percentage) 100 100 100 

 
Alice Springs also has a booming economy based on tourism (especially related to Uluru, which 
results in 500 000 tourists visiting Alice Springs per year), the Pine Gap Joint Defence Space Research 
Facility, a satellite monitoring base (which employs 700 workers and adds $12 million per year to the 
economy) and significant government funding for Aboriginal programs (ASTC 2007).  

Aboriginal people living in the town camps were less likely to be employed and more likely to be 
unemployed or not in the labour force than Aboriginal people living in the rest of Alice Springs. Only 
17 per cent of town camp residents 15–65 years old were employed, and that employment was 
predominantly within the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme, a form of 
work-for-the-dole. By contrast, 49 per cent of Aboriginal people aged 15–65 years in the rest of Alice 
Springs were employed.  
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Table 5: Labour force, 2006 Census 

 
 

Aboriginal people in 
town camps 

Aboriginal people in 
rest of Alice Springs 

Non-Aboriginal in Alice 
Springs 

Number of people 1131 3367 17 509 

Not in the labour force 525 845 No data available 

Total labour force 166 1,071  

Employed incl. CDEP 81.3 91.2  

Unemployed 18.7 8.8  

Total (percentage) 100 100 – 

No data are available for either Labour force participation or weekly individual income for non-Aboriginal Alice Springs residents. 

The income status of individuals aged 15 and over, and households are shown in Tables 6 and 7. In 
Alice Springs (as elsewhere in Australia), Aboriginal people remain the poorest residents. Among 
Aboriginal people in town camps there was a steep peak in the income distribution, with 51 per cent of 
individuals having an income in the range of $150–249 per week and a further 17 per cent having an 
even lower income of $1–149 per week. This range corresponds to the levels of both social security 
payments and CDEP wages, and supports the notion that the economy of town camps is dependent on 
passive welfare. Only 1 per cent of town camp residents earned over $800 per week. 

By contrast, the income distribution of Aboriginal people in the rest of Alice Springs is more evenly 
distributed, with only 18 per cent being in the $150–249 range, a further 15 per cent being in the 
$250–399 range and 23 per cent spread over the $400–799 range that is more typical of income 
derived from substantial employment. Eighteen per cent of Aboriginal residents of suburban Alice 
Springs earned over $800 per week. Weekly individual income was not available for the non-
Aboriginal people of Alice Springs, but Sanders (2004) found in the 2001 Census that only 6 per cent 
had weekly incomes in the range that is typical of heavy reliance on Commonwealth income support 
payments, and 25 per cent earning over $800 per week.  

Table 6: Weekly individual income of people aged 15 years or more, 2006 Census 

 Aboriginal people in 
town camps 

Aboriginal people in 
rest of Alice Springs 

Non-Aboriginal in Alice 
Springs 

Number of people 1131 3367 17 509 

Level of income (percentage) 

Negative/nil income 2.1 7.3 No data available 

$1–149 17.4 7.6  

$150–249 51.2 17.6  

$250–399 7.6 15.2  

$400–599 2.5 13.5  

$600–799 0.7 9.4  

$800–999 0.4 8.1  

$1000 or more 0.7 9.5  

Income not stated 17.3 11.8  

Total (percentage) 99.9 100  

The pattern of income differentials between the three groups changes if we examine household income 
data instead of individual data. Just 18.3 per cent of town camp households earned less than $350 per 
week and 23.3 per cent earned more than $1000 per week. Similarly, 17 per cent of Aboriginal people 
living in the rest of Alice Springs earned less than $350 per week and 35 per cent earned more than 
$1000 per week. The median household income for town camp households was $592 per week 

Family empowerment towards sustainable desert settlements                   Desert Knowledge CRC 9



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 68: Janya McCalman 

compared to $363 for Aboriginal households in the rest of Alice Springs. The difference in this pattern 
compared to the individual income data is due to household size. The Aboriginal people living in town 
camps live in larger households (average size 5.3 residents) than those in the rest of Alice Springs 
(average size 3.1 residents). In contrast, for non-Aboriginal Alice Springs residents only 7 per cent of 
households earned less than $350 per week and 60 per cent earned more than $1000 per week. 

Table 7: Weekly household income, 2006 Census 

 
Aboriginal households 

in town camps 

Households with 
Aboriginal people in 
rest of Alice Springs 

Households with non-
Aboriginal persons in 

Alice Springs 

Number of households 181 1,310 6,638 

Level of income (percentage of households) 

Negative/nil incomes 0 0.5 0.7 

$1–149 6.1 3.8 0.7 

$150–249 7.2 4.8 2.5 

$250–349 5.0 7.7 3.1 

$350–499 16.0 4.4 0.9 

$500–649 10.5 10.2 6.3 

$650–799 2.8 6.4 6.9 

$800–999 11.0 7.6 6.8 

$1000–1399 14.4 14.8 17.3 

$1400–1999 7.2 10.5 19.1 

$2000–2499 1.7 4.8 9.7 

$2500 or more 0 4.5 13.4 

Partial income stated 7.7 11.9 10.3 

All incomes not stated 10.5 8.0 2.2 

Total (percentage) 100.1 99.9 99.9 

12 

There were between 180 and 186 town camp households enumerated in the 2006 Census, of which 
21%per cent were multi-family dwellings. In contrast, only 6.3 per cent of the 1310 Aboriginal 
households in the rest of Alice Springs were multi-family dwellings and only 0.5 per cent of the 6638 
non-Aboriginal dwellings in Alice Springs were multi-family dwellings. Hence the average household 
size for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people living in the rest of Alice Springs was 
approximately half the size of the households in the town camps.  

 
Table 8: Number of people by household type, 2006 census 

 
Aboriginal households 

in town camps 
Aboriginal households 
in rest of Alice Springs 

Non-Aboriginal 
households in Alice 

Springs 

Number of households 186 1310 6638 

Household type (percentage households 

One-family 69.4 71.2 66.1 

Multi-family 21.0 6.3 0.5 

Lone person 7.0 18.7 27.8 

Group household 2.7 3.9 5.6 

Total (percentage) 100.1 100.1 100 
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Finally, town campers live exclusively in dwellings which are rented from a community organisation 
(or did not state their tenure type). As Memmott et al. (1992, p. 180) state:  

… they are cheap places to live; there is no pressure put on residents by Whites or other town-
dwelling Aboriginals; they are important socialising and drinking venues for visitors and the 
general Aboriginal community; some are very convenient and close to shops, hospital, and hotel; 
they serve as short-term camping areas for visitors; residents enjoy general acceptance of 
changing lifestyles without the burden of a state housing commission home and high rents. 

By contrast, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal households in the rest of Alice Springs are spread 
across housing tenure types – owning, purchasing, government rental and private rental. 

Table 9: Households by tenure type, 2006 census 

 
 

Aboriginal persons in 
town camps 

Aboriginal persons in 
rest of Alice Springs 

Non-Aboriginal 
persons in Alice 

Springs 

Number of households 180 1129 6638 

Fully owned 0 5.6 18.0 

Being purchased 0 28.4 42.4 

Community rental 86.1 0.4 0.6 

Government rental 0 26.0 5.1 

Private rental 0 24.4 22.1 

Other rental 0 4.1 8.7 

Other tenure e.g. rent 
free 

0 0.8 0.8 

Tenure not stated 13.9 10.5 2.4 

Total (percentage) 100 100.2 100.1 
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