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For the sake of accuracy, this report will deal with one slum 
area only - that is Fitzroy, an inner suburb of Melbourne.
Many of the statements in the report are applicable to all slum 
areas,

Fitzroy was chosen because it is in that area that 
the writer works and consequently knows best.

Fitzroy was, 70 years ago, the fashionable suburb of 
Melbourne, According to an encyclopaedia published in 1877 
Fitzroy was ”a suburb of Melbourne inhabited chiefly by the more 
well to do citizens. Population - 16,500.”

The two storey houses that were the homes of these 
people have degenerated into poor apartment houses. The 
remainder of the houses in the area are single storey and single 
fronted houses mainly built by speculators,

Fitzroy comprises of 934 acres with a population of 
approximately 31,000 people* The Northern end of the area - 
North Fitzroy - may be classified as a reasonable working class 
suburb with small slum pockets. In the Southern end the 
full slum picture develops. The small houses were poor homes 
and sadly lacking in normal facilities when first built. Today 
many are deplorable. Dark, damp, vermin infested and decaying, 
lacking bathrooms and washhouses - sometimes without either gas 
or electric light - such places are fit for demolition only.
The same picture applies to some of the two storey houses.
Many of the latter, however, are structually sound. The main 
trouble with them is that as apartment houses they are over
crowded. In some cases sometimes as many as five ’’rooms” (6 x 
8*) have been erected for letting in the yard. Cooking, 
washing, bathing and lavatory facilities were provided in the 
first place for one family, now the same facilities, often out 
of repair, have to do for many families.

As the accommodation problem became more acute, rent
racketeering became almost general and ne thods were found to 
apply it to all classes of premises. Some persons applied it 
to one place only. others, often a criminal or semi-criminal
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element, took on rent racketing in a big way. One method Is
for one family to obtain the tenancy of a large number of places 
and sub-let them at a higher rent. In one case a family were 
holding over 40 houses in this way. One place 6/- rent was 
paid and 14/6 received from the sub-tenant. If objection is 
raised by the tenant, an approach made to Prices Branch, stand- 
over tactics - often by well-known "bash artists" - are used to 
get rid of the tenant. Evasions of the law are practised - 
such as not giving receipts for rent paid, an offence that if 
proved only carries a £2 fine. Other evasions are to let rooms 
by the night only, or give "room service" and thus make tenants 
"lodgers". To blackguard the character of a difficult tenant 
is a common practice - accusing a woman of prostitution, a man of 
drunken orgies etc. Against all these practices the tenants 
have little or no defence. They can prove nothing. Such 
tenants are usually poor and cannot afford legal aid. They are 
afraid of courts and easily intimidated or confused. It has 
been our experience that for a tenant of racketeers in these areas 
to approach the Dept, Rent Control officers is the surest way of 
being put on the street. The writer considers that the Dept, 
concerned has been totally ineffective in its fight against such 
landlords*

The composition of the slum population must be 
considered if the problem is to be seen in its correct perspective* 
In general one may assume that the great majority of the slum 
population is comprised of those people who for mental and 

physical reason cannot satisfactorily compete in the economic 
battle for existence, More specifically, these may be divided 
into several groups* A large group comprises of working men 
with large families, Mainly unskilled workers, they earn just 
sufficient money to exist. It is impossible for them to save 
money and go to a better suburb - even if houses were available,
A smaller group - but still numerous, are those who have been 
born and bred in the slums. Many have a very low mental age.
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Feeblemindedness is common. The psychopathic - that aimless 
person - or couple - who never keep a job for more than a day or 
two. They seldom have a fixed abode. Their children, often 
numerous, are wards of the State, They drift from one charity 
organisation to another* One couple I knew were destitute but 
with the usual story of a "job to go to". They collected ten 
shillings from a social agency. One hour later they were 
waiting in a queue outside a picture theatrel

Many people in this area are pensioners - Old-Age, Invalid 
and Widows, These people, unless they have other means or 
relatives who help them, cannot afford to live in better class 
areas. The solitary pensioner is practically unknown in 
expensive suburbs. Thus the inner areas carry more than their 
share.

The human derelict - both male and female - comprise only 
a small percentage of the population. The majority of these 
derelicts are alcoholics from all walks of life. After many years 
of normal drinking they became alcohol addicts, or compulsive 
drinkers. In and out of gaols, never working, these people sink 
to depths inconceivable to the average citizen.

Another group are those people, who, by operating just 
inside - and often outside the law - earn a living by exploiting 
the above elements, Kent-racketing, liquor trading, S.P, betting 
etc,

A considerable number of Australian aboriginals and 
half-castes live in this area* A few, mostly women, work hard 
and continuously, making every effort to care for their families. 
The odds are against them. Numerous relatives, for the most part 
casual workers, periodically drift in to stay with them. While 
in the area they drink to ex-cess - often involving their relatives 
in police-court proceedings.

In the main, these aboriginals constitute a difficult 
problem and most social agencies have had experience with them.

It is from these people that our cases are drawn, generally



coming to us in desperation when the conflict has become too great* 
Our task is to find alternatives of action that offer a 

reasonable existence.
One group comprises of housing cases. Many families 

living in appalling conditions or suffering extreme overcrowding 
reach breaking point. One woman with five children and invalid 
husband were sub-tenants in a dilapidated hovel*. The woman was 
in a highly nervous state and suffering exhaustion through staying 
up at night to ensure that the rats did not attack the children.
The place was infested with bugs and all the children were in ill- 
health, Much time was taken up at public hospitals. Eventually 
it was necessary to have two children admitted to an institution - 
admission that would not have been necessary had normal housing 
been available.

Instances where children are in hospital and their home 
conditions such that hospital authorities will not allow them to 
be discharged until better home accommodation can be provided.

One woman, alone, could not obtain a room, so stayed in a 
single room at a residential hotel. Room only £2,10. 0 per week. 
Earning only £3,11, 0 per week, she spent what money she had 
previously saved and then had to appeal for help.

Another woman lived with her family in a double room.
Three girls, 16, 17 and 19 shared a double bed, A single bed 
in the same room was occupied by the mother and a ten-year old 
son. The only cooking facilities were reached by going down
stairs through another room and into the back-yard. Rent - 
£2 per weekt

There is no doubt that the housing shortage is responsible 
for many destitution cases. Hundreds of families and individuals 
are forced to live in accommodation they cannot afford. Much 
time is lost from employment while searching for a place.

Money they cannot afford is spent in fares, 'phone calls 
and advertisements. Children suffer neglect by their parents 
enforced absence.

One of t."he worst features of the whole housing situation
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however, is the anxiety set up and it’s effects on parents and 
children. This occurs not only in regard to homelessness 
and economic worries, but as a result of overcrowding and the 
necessity of living under domineering landlords and landladies.

The lengths to which some of these people will go to evict 
a family or extract money are sometimes unbelievable. I have 
seen women pack a suitcase or two and take their children on the 
street out of sheer fear of a landlady. Thsy have no redress*

I believe that the effects of this problem will be 
serious for many years to come. The mental health of thousands
of women and children will be largely destroyed at a terrific 
national cost*

Houses for families and good hostels for single people 
are a dire need. In the meantime some active steps could be 
taken to alleviate the position. It is in the inner areas that
the exploitation is the worst. The poor people suffer losses 
that often mean starvation. It is to these areas that special 
attention should be given.
1) That sub letting of small houses should be abolished by law,
2) That all apartment houses should be registered - rents fixed 

for rooms and flats.
3) Penalties for breaches of laws heavily punished. No person 

with a conviction for criminal or housing offences should be 
allowed to run an apartment house,

4) That the activities of the known rent racketeers be given 
the closest investigation by Prices and Taxation officials.

5) That shared private homes be given special attention. We 
have known many well meaning people who have taken people
in out of kindness and had their homes wrecked in consequence. 
Many others who could help fail to do so because the 
impossibility of getting rid of unsuitable tenants* This 
situation could be overcome by allowing owners of homes to 
enter into a yearly agreement.

Such an agreement would mean that sub-tenants could not 
take advantage of the fact that they were "in”.
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rooms
It would also give the occupier the right to reclaim his 

at the end of the year if family increase required it.
6) That no rents are payable on condemned properties* This 

would ensure that repairs were done in time to avoid 
condemnation.

It is obvious that one set of laws cannot protect the 
tenant of professional apartment house-keepers and the occupier of 
a private home*

The present laws allow ruthless exploitation on one hand 
and hardship on the other*

Old-age pensioners pay exhorbitant rents for poor rooms 
and inadequate facilities. One man, age 74, was living in a 
6 x 4  corrigated iron shed. When we were called in he appeared 
seriously ill, A doctor called at our request and confirmed our 
opinion. A certificate given by the doctor was taken to all 
hospitals but no bed was available.

Beds for infirmary cases at old-peoples homes are non
existent, The patient stayed where he was till he died the 
following week.

This case is typical of many* No public authority is 
available to help these cases* Movement by ambulance is done at 
at our own expense,

Another man was finally admitted to hospital after a 
leading medical man gave a certifcate, Diagnosis. Circulatory 
failure due to starvationl Death followed in 4 days. He had 
been paying 14/- a week rent for a room without electric light*
Up till the time he became ill he cooked as best he could on his 
tiny oil-stove.

Apart from excessive rents, these pensioners do not get 
good value for their money. They lack the facilities for 
preparation of food* Once they become ill they are neglected - 
and often robbed. Necessary facilities for cleanliness are 
not at hand* It is common to find them lice-infested in a 
filthy bed, with a bucket of urine and faeces nearby. We have 
found them in a bed sodden and filthy from their own excretions*
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When such a case is
(’)

They are no-one*s responsibility, 
found, removal can only be effected with difficulty and generally 
long delays.

Recommendations re O.A. Pensioners.
1) . That suitable bungalows be erected in all outer areas, at

rents within the means of pensioners, in order to prevent 
the drift to inner areas. Such bungalows have been built 
on our own settlement at a cost of £250. They comprise of 
a bed-sitting room, kitchenette and Bath room-Laundry combined. 
Rent is 6/- per week. A social worker is on the settlement.

2) , That modern homes be provided for cases that cannot look
after themselves*

3) . That Social-Service officers be given powers to take any steps
for the protection and well-being of the aged. Such powers 
should include authority to move a sick, neglected, or 
disabled person to a hospital or infirmary, if necessary, 
against their will.

Also power to adjust rents of rooms occupied by 
pensioners and to prosecute in cases of neglect or failure 
to report neglect of pensioners by persons in charge of 
premises. Medical officers should be available for 
consultations and medicines available without charge.

Neither Pensioners nor the Government are getting 
good value for money paid out in pensions. If good value was
obtained, the neglect and exploitation of old people eliminated, 
the savings in public health would cover the additional expenditure.

The major problem is to ensure that all classes 
of pensioners are evenly distributed over all suburbs and country 
areas.

The interest in old-age pensioners and the 
facilities available for them in Wonthaggi (Victoria), are an example 
of what could be done. If the treatment at Wonthaggi was typical 
of all areas the drift to the slums would cease.

The writer is convinced that until the welfare of 
the pensioner becomes the concern of all municipalities and towns,
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with particular emphasis on living conditions, the problem will 
remain. In the meantime much can be done in the inner areas by 
the means suggested above,

Human derelicts feature largely in the slum picture. While 
it is difficult to list all the causes that give rise to the 
derelict, some of them are obvious. Alcoholism - in various groups - 
predominates. The psychopathic group - lacking the necessary drive 
to hold either job or abode, given up by social agencies as hopeless, 
their mode of living causing ill-health, they finish up with the 
derelicts. Some young men appear normal but simply will not work.

Whatever the cause, this element constitutes a major problem.
Devoid of any sense of decency they make life hideous for the normal
folk of the district. We have seen them brawling, shrieking out
profanities at the top of their voice, urinating and indulging in

♦

sexual activities in streets and lanes and accosting women and girls.
The present system of short gaol sentences is a failure.

It aims at punishing for offences committed. It does not take 
into consideration the fact that the offences are beyond control.
The system does not protect society from the derelict.

We were recently called into a house inhabited by derelicts. 
Two men had been on a protracted bout and had not moved for almost 
a week. One lay under a bed, uncovered except for rags of street
clothes. He appeared to be dying. His back, hip and legs were 
a mass of suppurating ulcers. The other man had gangrene in both 
feet. The room was beyond description. Not one thing in it was 
worth a penny. It was saturated with urine and excreta.

We have known similar cases. No law exists to enable 
them to be moved against their will. It is thus sometimes necessary 
to act outside the law.

Places such as the one described above constitute a major 
menace to health.

The gangrene may have changed to gas-gangrene with serious 
risk to anyone who came into contact with them.

The answers to the derelict must be a long term one based 
on the treatment of two different groups. The alcoholics as one
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group and the psychopathic and feeble-minded as the other.

In each case the answer may be found in the preventative- 
medicine aspect of mental hygiene.

Mentally retarded and abnormal children should be given 
special attention and training. They must be fitted for some 
type of employment and supervision given to see they have 
employment. The aimless drifting and erratic, irresponsible 
behaviour checked if they are not to be derelict. At the 
present time these people are generally unproductive. Any 
expenditure to check this would be justified,

ALCOHOLICS
With the alcoholic, the answer must again lie in two 

spheres, A nation-wide educational campaign is necessary to teach 
the facts - causes and symptoms of alcoholism, (See Appendix A) and 
secondly to give psychiatric and other treatment to young and first 
offenders. Recent experience has shown that many alcoholics can 
be helped and are worth helping, American Authorities working 
in this field claim that good results are being obtained by the 
nation-wide campaign conducted there.

The National Council on Problems of Alcohol in U.S.A, was formed 
about 5 years ago. With headquarters at Yale University, it 
includes, social, legal, psychiatric and scientific sub-committees. 
The committees activities include the establishment of clinics for 
alcoholics, continuous research work in all fields, a nation-wide
educational campaign and the publication of a scientific quarterly 
journal and other books on the subject.

Recent writings seem to indicate that alcoholism (or 
compulsive drinking) generally follows a pe riod of seven to twelve 
years normal drinking. There are extreme cases on either end of 
the scale, depending on the individual metabolic pattern. This 
hypothesis regards alcoholism as a physical addiction and once 
this stage is reached cure is difficult. On physical lines no 
cure has been found. Alcoholics Anonymous, however, found that 
by group therapy many of these cases could be taught to adjust
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themselves t© society without the use of alcohol*

With over 40,000 members in U.S.A,, their findings are 
interesting. They are emphatic that ’’cures” do not exist*
One drink, at any time will start the alcoholic on a bout. The 
A.A. member must be taught this.

The B.S.L. has formed a branch of A.A. in this State, 
together with a committee of professional men. It is hoped to 
form a voluntary clinic in the near future. Official backing 
for this work would be invaluable.

The American attitude is to treat alcoholism as a 
disease* Its victims are no longer moral lepers but patients to 
be cured. The public are learning what alcoholism is and how it
is caused. It is hoped by these means to lessen it’s incidence 
and to help its victims.

The alcoholic derelict, however must be kept under super
vision, An island farm with reasonable amenities, run on 
similar lines to the wartime C,C,C, camps would be more humane 
than leaving them on the streets and would protect society from 
them.

Wine Saloons are a contributory factor to the obscene 
behaviour on the streets. While one or two Saloons are well 
conducted, the remainder cater almost exclusively for the alcoholic 
and derelict element, A four ounce glass of wine costs six-penOQ, 
It contains approximately three times the amount of alcohol as 
a pot of beer. We have witnessed shocking scenes outside 
these places and have attempted to have one Saloon closed - but 
without success,

I am convinced that while these places remain, excessive 
drunkenness on the streets wiil continue. Their existence is 
unfair to the decent people and children in this area.
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CHILDREN

In discussing the needs of children it is essential to 
take their home environment into consideration. In regard to 
the children of Fitzroy, some idea of their background may be 
gained by the foregoing chapters of this report.

Further evidence may be offered by quoting the headmaster 
of a State School in this area,

"I think that over two-thirds of the pupils in this school 
are from broken homes.

It is the exception to enrol a new pupil who is living 
with both parents".

This means that the majority of children lack the balanced 
home life and sense of security that is essential for normal 
development.

The appallingly low average standard of housing, and the 
fact that many mothers go to work make creches and kindergartens 
a necessity. They hardly exist.

The majority of homes offer nothing but squalor to the 
child. They lack every facility for training in normal hygiene. 
They have no space for the child’s friends to visit. As infants 
they cannot develop normally. As children they must play on 
the street - or nowhere. Poverty prevents participation in many 
sports and activities engaged in by children of outer suburbs.
The "entertainments”, pictures and football, are a poor substitute 
for these activities.

When these children reach adolescence, the picture becomes 
worse. As a result of lack of both opportunity and training 
to tennis playing* swimming and hiking period so noticeable in 
outer areas does not exist. Girls at school one year may be 
found twelve months later picking up men on the street or working 
in a factory with dancing and pictures as their sole recreation.

Neither physically nor mentally have these children had 
a chance. Not even are the schools equal to those in outer areas.

With only small ashphalted areas to play in, these schools 
lack adequate heating. As many children are poorly clad, good



work and attendance is impossible in cold weather.
Whereas parents’ committees in wealthier areas can raise 

hundreds of pounds a year for amenities, slum district committees 
can only raise a few pounds.

This winter the B.S.L. arranged for a daily milk ration 
for 250 children of one school. The Headmaster requested us to
not only keep it going, but to add a fruit ration to it. He was 
convinced both were essential. Many children are infested with 
body and head lice. Ho cleansing station is now available in 
this area. All these things mitigate against good scholastic
progress. Many children go to employment from the sixth or 
seventh grades.

While figures are not available, it is thought that the 
proportion of skilled workers coming from schools in this area 
is very low.

In order to compensate in some degree for environmental 
factors, immediate attention should be given to inner area schools.

Daily milk and fruit rations should be given to all 
pupils. A cleansing station and showers, with a trained nurse 
in attendance, is essential. Part of the nurse’s duties should be 
follow-up work in the homes.

Play-grounds, holiday homes, medical and dental attention, 
vocational guidance and job training are necessary to combat the 
damage done by faulty environment.

Another essential is the provision of suitable homes for 
neglected children. Many families are known to us to be largely 
neglected through lack of creches, kindergartens and suitable 
housing. The parents are aware of this, yet do not want to lose 
their children to the State, Suitable children’s homes are 
unable to take them with the result that nothing is done.

The child in the slums has little chance of becoming 
a good citizen.

Only too often are their parents mentally and emotionally 
backward. They cannot develop their children beyond their own

(12)
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Tho impact of the derelict element, drunken, brawling, 

foulmouthed and licentious must have its effect.
The rotting and dilapitated hovels in which they have to 

live, generally overcrowded, can offer no standards to live up to.
Educational, cultural and sporting opportunities are 

either inadequate or the child is not in a fit state to avail him 
or herself of them.

The basic material is good. Much could be done - but 
after some seven or eight years of slum life the damage is 
i rreparable0

Much of the work now carried out in these areas is done 
by charity organizations.

They are hopelessly inadequate. Only a nation-wide plan, 
financed by the nation and carried out by trained and experienced 
people can have any real effect.

Till this is done thousands of people each year will 
become social problems. It is unnecessary*
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PUBLIC HEALTH
(14)

The Public Health aspect of the slums is obvious from the 
foregoing chapters.

The wet houses, muddy back yards. Vermin and rats are a 
permanent menace.

Uncovered rubbish bins are more the rule than the
exception.

Tenements inhabited by derelicts are a major menace.
In one case two carriers took a bed to such a place and vomited 
in the-lane after leaving. No attempt has been made to effect a 
clean-up of these places.

Facilities for bathing and washing clothes are nearly 
always inadequate.

It is common for one tap over a backyard gully-trap to 
serve all purposes.

Approximately 1 person in every 200 is known to have T.B. 
The real figures, however, cannot even be gauged,

Recently we moved a T.B. Man, his wife and three 
children from one room.

Overcrowding is another danger. In one house five 
people share one room. The floor is brick and below back yard 
and street level. It is always damp. No electric light or 
gas. One tap for whole house. Inundated with rats. A 
lamp must be kept burning all night on account of the children.

In all, health regulations in this area may be regarded 
as a farce and immediate action is requested.

l
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CONCLUSION

The problem presented by the slums is not insoluble, provided it 
is treated as a single problem. The power to treat it as such, 
together with authority to act should be vested in one Department, 
Under the present system- housing a State matter, rents a Federal 
issue, children again State, but under another Department, Pensions 
and Social Services, Federal - the inner areas have deteriorated*

Twj things are essential - the prevention of the drift to 
the slums through economic pressure and the abolution of the 
worst elements. If such steps were taken the field would be 
clear and attention to housing would then tend to make slum areas 
into reasonable working class suburbs.

In a final analysis, the answer lies in the hands of 
all Governments and Municipalities to see that provision is made 
in all districts for pensioners and others on low incomes and 
secondly that the derelict and criminal elements be cleared 
from the streets.

This organisation is convinced that such steps would be 
to the economic advantage to Australia, both decreasing the number 
of social casualities and lowering the incidence of unemployables.
Both the mental and physical standards of Australia would be 
greatly improved to the pe rmanent benefit of the nation. Apart __ 
from all other considerations and considered from an economic 
point of view only such step would pay handsomely.

In the circumstances outlined, it would be appreciated 
if a personal inspection by Parliamentary Representatives be 
made at an early date.

The Brotherhood of S, Laurence assures its full co
operation in this matter.

Donald J, Wilding,


