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HOMESWEST TENANTS - BASSENDEAN ELECTORATE 
Grievance 

MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.55 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for 
Housing and Works.  As members will know, last week a young man died as a result of a drunken brawl between 
two groups in my electorate.  One group happened to be Maori and the other Aboriginal.  The West Australian 
did its best, or more accurately its worst, to portray this as the culmination of a long-running feud between 
Aboriginal and Maori gangs in my electorate.  That is completely untrue.  The stupid and senseless violence that 
culminated in a young man’s death was a result of a petty and pathetic dispute that began earlier that day.  
Before the violent clash there was no evidence of organised gangs or of this being a result of simmering racial 
tensions.  It was a stupid, petty, incredibly violent clash between two loose family groupings.  Race was 
incidental to this clash, not the cause. 

Nobody saw this coming.  One or two people in the heightened emotions immediately after the shocking event 
have claimed that there was a simmering issue between Aboriginal and Maori groups, but nobody reported 
Maori or Aboriginal tension to my office or the police.  The police had not seen any signs of it, neither had the 
various service agencies in my electorate.  However, many constituents had over an extended period raised 
allegations with me about frequent antisocial and occasional violent behaviour they associated with individual 
properties in Germain Way, Lockridge.  Most of these allegations lacked detail or the complainants were not 
prepared to lay formal complaints either to the police or Homeswest.  Often those raising concerns expressed 
fear for themselves or their families.  I did not doubt the sincerity of their claims or their fear.  The residents of 
Germain Way were having their rights to a quiet, safe life violated; their fear and reluctance to lay formal 
complaints were understandable.  Unfortunately, I cannot pretend this is an isolated occurrence.  

Obviously, the events in Germain Way were extreme.  However, in Ashfield in January this year there was a 
violent clash between approximately 20 males - I will not call them men because they did not display the 
maturity to earn that title.  These males from feuding families went at each other with weapons, including a 
machete.  One of the groups was centred on families housed in Ashfield; the other was from a suburb outside my 
electorate.  Fortunately a Kiara police patrol stumbled across the brawling mob before too much damage was 
done, although one of the participants lost part of a finger.  Again, like Germain Way, neighbours were caught 
up in this and again they were terrified.   

Elsewhere in my electorate I have also had a number of complaints about antisocial, intimidatory and 
occasionally violent behaviour by Homeswest tenants towards their neighbours.  Often the constituent making 
the complaint is a neighbouring Homeswest tenant.  All too often they are defenceless single mums doing a great 
job under difficult circumstances bringing up their kids often without family support.   

My constituents and I are not critical of the police.  They understand the police cannot be everywhere and when 
they do not have evidence, witnesses and complainants, there is little they can do.  Some of my constituents are 
critical of Homeswest but I am not.  Homeswest has the almost impossible job of managing too many deserving 
prospective tenants with too few houses.  The most frustrating part of its job must be to apply principles of 
natural justice to a few irresponsible, destructive and occasionally violent tenants when there are so many needy 
and deserving tenants on waiting lists.  In my experience Homeswest has given troublesome tenants second, 
third, fourth and subsequent chances.  Typically, where there are dysfunctional families, it has tried to engage 
support services like the Strong Families program and the Supported Housing Assistance program.  Sometimes 
this works, sometimes it does not. 
However, my tolerance and that of my constituents for offending tenants is beyond breaking point.  We now care 
less about third, fourth and fifth chances and evictions based on proof beyond reasonable doubt.  Homeswest 
must have the capacity to remove tenants based on the balance of probability that they have significantly 
impinged on their neighbours’ rights.  I am not talking about the occasional loud party or raised voice in a 
domestic dispute or a dispute between neighbours; I am talking about significant and sustained complaints about 
violence, threats, abuse, street drinking and theft.  I am not talking about the occasional sleepover of friends and 
relatives or the occasional all-nighter; I am talking about 15 to 20 friends and family living in three and four-
bedroom houses for extended periods, sometimes weeks.  Extended family can be a great support system, but 
three and four-bedroom houses in the suburbs are not capable of accommodating huge extended families in a 
way that gives children living there any chance of a safe environment, a good education or their neighbours any 
chance of a peaceful existence.  I realise in highlighting these problems so publicly and so honestly I am in 
danger of being criticised by some people who have not lived the reality of many of my constituents.  The people 
living in Germain Way, Lockridge, and elsewhere in my electorate have lived this reality.  They have the right to 
expect that I will come into this place and tell the truth about matters affecting their lives.  Only a tiny proportion 
of the Homeswest tenants in my electorate consistently abuse the rights of their neighbours.  We need to start 
trusting more the complaints of neighbours; not when they are single, isolated, unsubstantiated complaints, but 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 15 November 2007] 

 p7232b-7234a 
Mr Martin Whitely; Mrs Michelle Roberts 

 [2] 

when there are consistent stories from multiple sources.  Perhaps this can be achieved by amending the 
Residential Tenancies Act 1987, obviously with the same provisions applying for all tenants, both public and 
private. 

The tragic reality is that far too many of the complaints I receive are about Aboriginal tenants.  It is so easy for 
people who do not live this reality to dismiss the complainants as racist, but that has not been my experience.  
Yes, there are isolated incidents of racism, but most of the complaints come from reasonable people under 
unreasonable stress.  In fact, many of the complainants are other Aboriginal people, who suffer doubly.  They 
suffer the consequences of living near their troublesome neighbours and, human nature being what it is, they also 
sometimes suffer racial stereotyping.  The reality in my electorate is the same as that in all too many isolated 
communities, in that Aboriginal people are disproportionately the victims of Aboriginal crime.  Tied up in this 
problem are issues of disadvantage and a history of racist oppression, but that cannot be an excuse for violent, 
selfish, thuggish behaviour. 

This is a difficult issue without an obvious solution.  The first step has to be an honest acknowledgement of the 
problem. 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland - Minister for Housing and Works) [10.01 am]:  I thank the member for 
Bassendean for his grievance.  The member is right that this incident is an incredibly tragic and difficult situation 
for the residents of Germain Way and the surrounding streets, the family of the victim, the broader Lockridge 
community and any children involved.  The criminal and antisocial behaviour that has occurred is completely 
unacceptable.  Like the member for Bassendean, I fully support police efforts to identify and charge the 
offenders. 

The Department of Housing and Works has the challenging role of providing housing for those who have no 
other housing options - they cannot afford their own homes, and are often excluded from private rentals.  The 
member acknowledges the demand for public housing, which is compounded by higher property prices, making 
home ownership more difficult for low to moderate income earners, and record low private rental vacancies.  
The state government is committed to ensuring that a range of options are available to support public housing, 
private rental and home ownership.  In the state budget we committed $417.3 million to various affordable 
housing initiatives, including delivering at least 1 000 extra public and social rental properties over four years.  
In September, we built on that commitment with an additional $238 million to fund new housing and land 
initiatives, including $50 million to purchase and construct a further 124 public and social rental properties.  
More public housing will be available, targeted to those most in need.  

That does not mean that public housing is provided without responsibilities and obligations on Homeswest 
tenants.  It is worth acknowledging that the vast majority of Homeswest tenants meet those obligations and make 
worthwhile contributions to their local communities.  Homeswest tenants are subject to the same laws as private 
renters.  However, the member is correct in saying that the department is often judged by standards different 
from those applied to private sector landlords, especially when it comes to tenancy management.  When 
incidents like that in Germain Way happen, the community debates whether the department has been too lenient.  
When tenants are evicted, especially those with children and other significant problems, the community and the 
courts often accuse the department of being too harsh.  In situations like this, the Department of Housing and 
Works aims to balance providing homes and support for disadvantaged people, especially needy children in 
troubled families, with the broader community’s right to live in peaceful and safe neighbourhoods.  

The department offers support services to sustain tenancies and foster community harmony, but it does also 
breach and evict tenants.  The department does not condone antisocial behaviour by its tenants in the vicinity of 
or in connection with their Homeswest properties, but when that antisocial behaviour occurs around the corner or 
at the nearby shopping centre, the behaviour may not be in breach of the tenancy agreement, and the 
department’s legal capacity to act is limited.  The department is bound by the Residential Tenancies Act 1987, 
which generally requires a landlord to prove that the tenant has breached a tenancy agreement.  The department 
investigates complaints to try to confirm what has occurred, so that appropriate action can be taken against the 
tenant, and that can include eviction. 

Preventing and resolving situations such as the unacceptable violence that has occurred in Germain Way requires 
effective, coordinated response from government agencies, including the police, the Department of Housing and 
Works, the Department for Child Protection, mental health services and other support agencies engaging with 
those breaching the peace of the community.  The Department of Housing and Works has been working with and 
will continue to work with these agencies to promote harmony in the neighbourhood.  The department has 
assured me that, following the incident, there has been extensive interagency action by both the government and 
non-government agencies aimed at ensuring that all parties connected to the incident are safe and that the 
ongoing concern, including tenancy breaches, are dealt with quickly. 
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With regard to Germain Way, the department has been maintaining regular contact with the police to secure as 
much information as possible, including that related to tenancy breaches.  The department has been working 
closely with the tenants in Germain Way who were affected by the incident, although not all were involved in 
the violence.  Undertakings have been made to improve security at several properties, including additional 
security screens and sensor lights.  Importantly, at the pensioner complex in Weddall Road, the department has 
confirmed that security screens will be installed to all windows and doors of the tenancies and the department is 
arranging for an additional security light to be placed between the units and the driveway of the complex.  Some 
tenants who were not directly involved in the incident, but are concerned, and in some cases afraid - in some 
cases children have witnessed the violence - have asked for and been offered transfers.  The department is 
continuing to liaise with the police and other agencies involved to resolve any further problems that may occur in 
relation to this unfortunate incident.  I am assured that there continues to be a high level of interagency 
cooperation, with all agencies assisting each other in an effort to prevent any further problems. 

I thank the member for Bassendean for raising these complex issues with me.  They are the kinds of issues I need 
to deal with in my own electorate of Midland, which also includes quite a number of Homeswest tenants.  
Violent incidents, neighbours who do not get on, and neighbours who are just bad neighbours are regular 
subjects of complaints to my office, as I am sure is the case for many members of this house.  I suppose I am 
saying that I understand the problem raised by the member for Bassendean; I hear what he is saying.  I thank the 
member for raising these concerns with me.  I appreciate his ongoing commitment to ensuring that the 
community of Lockridge is a safe and peaceful place to live, and I will ensure that my department does what it 
can to assist.  
 


