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Six deaths too many: Boarding house reform must happen NOW
People with Disability Australia (PWD), the NSW Consumer Advisory Group – Mental Health Inc., the Australian Centre for Disability Law, Dr Gabrielle Drake, and the Tenant’s Union of NSW urgently calls on the NSW Government to act decisively in response to the terrible revelations from this week’s Coronial inquest into the deaths of six people with disability at a Sydney licensed boarding house, and start making real reforms in the boarding house sector.

“The inquest currently taking place at Glebe Coroner’s Court into the deaths of six people with disability who were residents of a licensed boarding house, 300 Livingstone Rd Marrickville, has again raised serious questions about the competence of NSW Department of Family & Community Services - Ageing, Disability and Home Care (ADHC) in fulfilling its clear legislative responsibility to monitor licenced boarding houses and ensure the safety, health, rights and freedoms of residents,” says Jan Daisley, President of PWD.

PWD is funded by ADHC to provide advocacy services to people with disability living in licensed boarding houses in NSW, and strongly advocates for the rights of the residents to live lives free from abuse and exploitation. Last year PWD brought critical attention to allegations of abuse and exploitation of residents at another NSW licensed boarding house, which resulted in the majority of those residents being removed and placed in alternative accommodation (these allegations remain subject to Police investigation).
“Various inquires over many years have demonstrated repeatedly  that people with disability in licensed boarding houses often live in deplorable circumstances, are subject to abuse and exploitation, and do not receive basic acceptable healthcare, sometimes resulting in preventable death. Yet there remains a fundamental lack of action on the part of Government to address these issues,” says Ms Daisley.
“What is particularly disturbing about the case of 300 Livingstone Road is that only one of the six people who died received any first aid treatment prior to the emergency services arriving at the scene. The lack of first aid training for boarding house staff has been a well-recognised major risk factor contributing to preventable deaths at least since the NSW Ombudsman identified the issue in 2005. The NSW Government implemented new regulations in 2010, which now require at least one staff member on duty to have first aid qualifications.  But when you consider that in some boarding houses there are over 100 residents, this regulation remains grossly inadequate. And for five of the residents subject to this Coronial Inquest, this minimal regulation was five years too late,” says Ms Daisley.

“The Inquest has also heard evidence of residents being over medicated, chemically sedated, or subject to unconventional and unlawful medical practices, such as Shaneen Bates, who died with toxic levels of the drug Olanzapine in her system. Unfortunately, the serious lack of regulation in this sector, coupled with the closed nature of these boarding houses, creates an ideal environment for this sort of abuse and neglect to take place,” says Ms Daisley.

Further highlighted by this Inquest is the inadequacy of health services and health practitioners working with this group. These issues have also been repeatedly reported on by the NSW Ombudsman in its reviews of the deaths of people with disability living in licensed boarding houses over many years, and again little action has been taken to rectify the situation. 

“It is time that the Department of Family and Community Services is held accountable to the public of NSW for its appalling neglect and inaction in this sector.  How many more people must die before effective action is taken?”  Ms Daisley asks. 

This view is echoed by Dr Chris Martin, of the Tenant’s Union of NSW.

“On coming to office the Government said boarding house was reform was a "key issue". These reports demand urgent action,” says Dr Martin.
“We need law reform for decent, enforceable occupancy agreements between residents and operators. And we need a strong, independently monitored regime of registration and standards for all boarding houses and residential services,” says Dr. Martin.

PWD and its supporters call on the Minister for Disability Services to acknowledge the circumstances of the deaths of Shaneen Batts, Ilona Takacs, Dorothy Hudson, Ian Birks, Donald MacKellar and Mohammed Ramzan, and to immediately plan for the closure of all licensed boarding houses for people with disability in NSW, and for the relocation of residents into safe housing in the community with appropriate individualised support. 
This Media Release is endorsed by the following Individuals and Organisations:

· Dr Gabrielle Drake - Lecturer, Social Work, School of Social Sciences and Psychology, University of Western Sydney. 
· The Tenants' Union of NSW
· NSW Consumer Advisory Group - Mental Health Inc.
· Australian Centre for Disability Law
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Email: daphneec@pwd.org.au
People with Disability Australia Incorporated (PWD) is a national disability rights and advocacy organisation. Our primary membership is made up of people with disability and organisations mainly constituted by people with disability.  We have a cross-disability focus - we represent the interests of people with all kinds of disability.  PWD is a non-profit, non-government organisation.

Our vision is of a socially just, accessible and inclusive community, in which the human rights, citizenship, contribution, potential and diversity of all people with disability are respected and celebrated.  This vision underpins everything that we do.
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