HOUSING AND THE STRUCTURE OF SYSTEMS
The aim of this paper is to provide an introduction to current housing issues. It will do so by coveringseveral aspects of my personal journey through this terrain. I’ve chosen to cover it in this way because it enables me to explain it more clearly to others. By “making the political personal”, we enter more deeply into the issues. 
I will start with the issue of the redevelopment of public housing estates, particularly around Campbelltown. The first of these was in Minto, beginning in 2002. At the time I was a Family Support Worker based in Macquarie Fields. This involves working with people who have issues in their lives that they need some help with. These were mainly family issues, such as parentingand relationships; but also include things like financial assistance, housing, health, and dealing with the appropriate government agencies. As a result of this, I got to know closely both the local communities, the people and the things that affect their lives; and also the government agencies and how they operate – their bureaucratic procedures and limitations, and the impact they have on the lives of clients. This is a critical issue, in terms of people’s autonomy, decision-making powers, and self-esteem (“agency”).  

I enjoyed this work, as I was highly motivated to make a difference in such communities. This motivation arose partly from my political views. During the late 60’s and early 70s, I was studying for a BA degree, with a major in sociology, at Victoria University in Wellington, New Zealand. This was a time of radicalization,with the emergence of leftist student groups, particularly in relation to the Vietnam War, and the conservative social and political structures of the time. As a sociology student, I became immersed in Marxist and neo-marxist philosophy and critiques, as well as direct political action. 
Another motivation was my strong personal Christian faith. After I finished studying at uni, I attended theological college and became ordained as an Anglican priest. I had a strong interest in Jesus Christ and his compassion for the poor, both in his teachings and actions. However, I soon became frustrated with the conservative elements of the church, so I left formal ministry and ended up coming to Sydney, in 1983, to join a community in Redfern, working with street kids, and also at a youth refuge in Kings Cross, and started a drop-in centre at RedfernAnglican Church for local youth.  I did this kind of work for several years, which ultimately led to me moving to Campbelltown, and the Family Support work I mentioned. 

Some of my clients lived in Minto, so I got involved in the meetings that began for residents to come and discuss their concerns about the process, and then to raise them with the Department of Housing staff and officials. This group came to be called the Residents’ Action Group (it is still going!). Issues raised included the number of people affected, the public/private ratio, the time-frame involved, their moving arrangements and support, and whether those who wanted to return to Minto when it was redeveloped, could do so.  
However, this led to conflicts with my boss. I was supposed to focus on individual cases, not get involved in social action! But I continued that involvement, because I couldn’t see how you could do one without the other. This is because the problems my clients were facing, were not simply to do with their personal situation and agency, but were largely influenced by their position in the social hierarchy, and the control that the dominant system had over their lives. 

This eventuallyled to my dismissal. However, in the long run, this ended up being a good thing, because it enabled me to pursue my interests in the way that I wanted. The result is that I have developed a system of community work and activism, based on a comprehensive knowledge and analysis of the whole system, informed by that experience, and built up since then. It includes all the government agencies that impact on people’s lives – housing, DOCS, Centrelink, courts, health, education etc. – as well as the political and economic systems, and the media; and the interaction between all these things. I’ll return to this later.
One of the things that I got involved in at Minto was a story-telling project. I developed this strategy from a research project I had done in Wellington, when the local council proposed to demolish some old houses in a neglected part of the inner city. The residents protested, because their local community meant something to them. So they took over one of the houses and established a collective, which resisted this move, and mobilized the residents to challenge the council’s decision. Eventually they won, and the area was improved. One of their strategies was telling stories about the community, and what it meant to the people who lived there. This brought them together for action.
So I applied this strategy at Minto. The first step was to get residents to visit their neighbours and tape interviews about their experiences in the estate. This eventually grew to the “Remembering Minto” project, which includes a documentary, a book and a website (see References,1,2). For the residents, it was a strong contributor to the assertion of their identity, and of their capacity for self-expression. Its latest manifestation is a collaboration with Campbelltown Art Centre, called “Minto Live”, where they have taken over some vacant shops in a neglected shopping mall, and set up community arts projects there.  
Since then, this strategy, of redeveloping public housing estates, has spread to other estates in the region. The rationale for this is that they are a source of such severe social disadvantage, and problems like entrenched crime and social discord, that this is the only possible solution. However, there are several untested assumptions in this assertion, which hide a different agenda, which need to be teased out. To do that, we need to explore the history of these estates.
They were originally built on the outer fringes of Sydney, around Penrith, Liverpool and Campbelltown, to house returning servicemen, after the Second World War. Originally, the purpose was to provide low-cost housing in the area, alongside new industrial developments, which were built as part of the economic recovery following the war. So they were intended to house workers who could work locally in these factories. 
But several things went wrong with this plan. One is that because of the size and speed of the intended building project, it didn’t keep up with the needs – especially regarding social infrastructure, like shops, schools, health care and transport. Of course, this is a common problem with such developments, which still happens today!  Another problem was that a large proportion of the work available was in warehouses, which didn’t employ so many people. Finally, as mechanization grew, many of these jobs were lost. The result of all this was growing unemployment in the area, which – together with the shortage of social services and infrastructure – led to some of the social problems identified. Because of such structural factors, several generations have now become stuck in cycles of relative social and economic disadvantage. 
Because these estates were neglected for so long, both physically and socially, these problems festered. The result was that they developed a reputation for being problem areas. Again, this is a global phenomenon in such places. However, the problems were ignored, until they reached a critical stage. Not surprisingly, this erupted in a series of “social disturbances”, or “riots”, amongst the dissatisfied and frustrated tenants. This is where the media-induced “social panic” comes into play. This gave the authorities the opportunity, or excuse, to demolish these estates, and sell off the land to developers – mainly to Landcom. The same problems rippled out across all the estates around Campbelltown, starting with Minto. Various strategies were developed, including demolition, and doing up some areas for private sale, all under the label of “redevelopment”. Alongside this was the dispersal of public housing stock to private social housing providers, to save the government money, so it could be seen to be reducing its budget. So now we need to analyze this rationale and the reasons for it. 
The main justification for this approach is the “Social Mix” theory, which proposes that where you have large concentrations of social disadvantage, the problems will escalate to the point where they are unmanageable. But by mixing the tenancy, the private residents will have a positive influence on the public tenants, and reduce these problems. So the solution is to create mixed estates – that is, consisting of a mix of both public and private housing.  The preferred ration is 70% private to 30% public. There is no real evidence for this particular ratio, or even for the theory itself; but it has just grown within the bureaucracy, to become the accepted norm. Possibly on the basis that if you repeat it often enough it will become true! Furthermore, this is the approach taken overseas – so it must be right!  But what this overlooks is that this strategy is now being abandoned internationally because it is very expensive, and there is no evidence that it works. One researcher – from the University of Western Sydney – has done a literature review of the available evidence, and this is his conclusion. 

So if this isn’t the real reason for it, what is? The perspective of the residents is that Housing NSW doesn’t have the money to fix the housing problems of tenants; there is a significant backlog of maintenance, and getting things fixed takes a long time. Eventually, these houses reach a point where it has become uneconomic to repair them, so demolition is the proposed solution. Also, as the city expands, there is a need for more housing, and land availability is at a premium. So with this strategy, it provides more housing, through the infill development of these estates. In Minto, for example, an area of the estate of 800 town houses will be increased by 50% to over 1200 dwellings  in the same space. Not only that, the sale of public land to private developers will generate income for the government to build new houses (see photos). Problem solved!

But again, there are some problems with this. Private residents are not keen to live in these areas – largely because of the negative publicity they have received for so long – so the hostile media campaign, used to justify the redevelopment project, is now biting them back! This lack of income generated slows down the process. And because it is being rolled out across many estates – 5 of them around Campbelltown – it has a cumulative effect in the area. There is a growing waiting list of tenants needing to be housed, which, on top of the existing list, means that it blows out! So now we have a housing shortage. That partly explains the growth in homelessness, especially around Sydney. Further, there are hidden aspects to this problem, which means that it is actually worse than the public realizes. (For further details on this, see References, 3.)
A major factor is the number of people staying with friends. This has happened to me recently. I was renting privately, but due to a reduction in my income, I was having trouble keeping up with the rent, so I got a boarder. Then, in January, the owner told me that he was selling so I’d have to move out, and he gave me 3 months’ notice, so I put my name on the priority housing list. In the meantime, he did the place up and rented it out again, at a higher rent. This practice is not uncommon. So I’ve been staying with friends since February, which is very difficult for everybody. I had to get rid of half my possessions, and most of what’s left is in storage – I only have a little amount with me. This also creates problems and stress, including mental health pressures. There are a lot of people living like this. Finally, I heard on Friday (11th) that my application was approved and I was offered a place. It took 10 months, a letter to the minister, and a Ministerial to get a result – which shows how desperate the pathway to public housing is! It’s a big problem, which I’ll explore later – particularly in relation to the global economic situation, and the significance of the “Occupy” movement.
One of the contributing factors is the reluctance of governments to spend money on social services. This includes everything – housing, health, utilities, education and transport in particular. Public services are suffering; and in fact, not only are they not keeping up, but they are periodically being cut.The government justification for doing this is to save money and reduce its debt. But a shrinking economy doesn’t solve the problem; in fact, in relation to the financial crisis in Europe, some economists point out that it actually makes it worse, by driving a cycle of reduced spending, unemployment, and lower wages. These patterns can be observed at all levels, from the local to global. (For example, it’s one reason why retailers vacated the Minto shopping mall.) 
In relation to housing, the result is inadequately-maintained dwellings, which are very costly to manage – but this is the result of years of neglect; and inadequate housing stock – resulting in stricter entry criteria, focusing on people with mental health problems and disabilities, which in turn results in more severe stress in public housing areas.

So what are the solutions? There are several areas I have identified, which have an ongoing effect – a “virtuous cycle” - and they cover the strategies I work on. One is to provide better local services. This includes things like education and employment opportunities, better access to health and public transport, community activities and improved social amenity. The result of this is a more pleasant place to live, and a more vibrant community. So this covers both physical and social facilities. There is research to support this – which again, I base my strategies upon. For example, where community services are increased, social problems, like crime and conflict, decrease. One example I introduced is a skateboard park. After talking to local youth, I started to lobby the local council and other groups, including schools and action groups, for this. Many people resisted, including the neighbours and police. However, after about 10 years, it was eventually built, and has proved to be very successful – to the extent that the crime rate has actually gone down, and the council is now proposing to build another one in a nearby suburb! 
To achieve such results, there needs to be effective community engagement and participation in decision-making. In other words, the housing authorities need to listen better to the tenants – because, to use a cliché, they are the “experts” over their own condition. Unfortunately, the system tends to operate in the opposite direction; their so-called “engagement” strategies keep the decision-making power within the department, and tenants have only a very limited role (4). There are exceptions to this, in some local areas, and where it is applied, the results are significant, resulting in a healthier, more dynamic, integrated, functional community.
One example of this is the “Remembering Minto” project, noted above (see Ref.1). I’d like now to explore another project, which is called “Residents Voices” (5).  I have written about it, and my report was printed in “About the House”, the journal of Shelter NSW (May 2011– see Ref.9). But briefly, it is a project of the University of Western Sydney, which is developing a website, on which residents can contribute, through different means – including text, photography, music, video &drama. The partners include UWS, Flinders University inAdelaide and Loyola University in Chicago; so it is an international project! By sharing their projects, it empowers residents,they can learn new skills in order to research and share their stories, they can see the links between their situation and others, and it enables them to learn from and implement strategies and solutions that others may have developed – all unmediated by the control of housing authorities! So it is an ongoing networking and learning exchange operating in a free space. 

One project we are working on relates to the “Housos” television series, screening on SBS on Monday nights. It’s a Paul Fenech “comedy”, set in a low-income Melbourne suburb (he denies it’s about public housing tenants – so why the title?). It parodies a life of stealing, scamming, drug-taking, fornication and swearing. Some people find it kind of funny; some people find it insulting, degrading, stigmatizing, ridiculous and seriously unfunny. The RV team undertook a public screening in Redfern, followed by a panel discussion with audience participation. From this a documentary is being made. The next stage of this project is to record interviews from tenants about their responses to the series, then gather these findings to present at a housing research forum conducted by AHURI at the University of Adelaide next year (Ref.5a, 6). 
I have become a partner in this project, as a grass-roots community worker with a research background, using a modified ethnography model to bring about social change at different levels, from the local to the political. To give a recent example, I have been doing some volunteer work for South West (Sydney) Regional Tenants’ Association (SWRTA).Recently I organized a 2-day forum on housing issues(Ref.7), which participants had identified as priorities. They included: repairs and maintenance, relocation issues, and the breakup of communities and neighbourhoods, as well as mental health consequences. As part of the conference, staff from UWS involved in the RV project attended, and did an afternoon workshop, outlining their methodology and applying it to issues identified by participants. These were: Better housing through redevelopment; the cost of redevelopment and change; and Uncertainty:  hidden agendas and communication. As a result of this, two research projects were identified, for us to continue with UWS staff; and participants developed a list of recommendations to pursue with Housing NSW – including that communication needs to go both ways, with better consultation, tenant advocates, and training staff to understandtheir needs.
I now want to turn to the issue of housing affordability, which is one of the central problems in this whole discussion. The current National Affordable Housing Agreement acknowledges the problem, but doesn’t really do much to resolve it. A major reason is the current economic structure, which focuses on housing as a resource and investment issue, rather than one primarily of human need. The result is that developers see the provision of housing as an opportunity to make a profit, and market homes in these terms. (However, it is also a risk!) A result of this is that more money is put into this sector, rather than production – so the economy gets skewed. Another consequence is that they tend to build bigger houses “macmansions” – because that makes a bigger profit. So the result is that there arefewer affordable housing being built – even though they are desperately needed, to relieve the pressure on housing shortages, especially for the poor and low-income people. 

A recent article in the Sydney Morning Herald exemplifies this (Nov. 7, 2011 – see Ref. 8). For example, they quote a spokesman from a housing developer, Mirvac: “The Reserve Bank of Australia’s decision to reduce interest rates by 25 base points will provide some relief for the market.” Another project manager reported: ”With an improved interest rate outlook and strengthened economic conditions expected in 2011-12, new house and land activity would begin to recover in these markets, where the deficiency would be most pronounced.” So in other words, houses are being built, not to meet the needs of the homeless, but to generate a greater profit for investment!
Another housing network I have worked with is Shelter NSW (see their website – Refs. 9, 10). Their primary role is to “work towards a fair and just housing system” - not just for social housing tenants, but for all groups that have a need. In the October edition of their magazine ‘Around TheHouse’, they have some articles on housing affordability (Ref. 10). One article discusses the National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA), which is currently being reviewed. National Shelter has produced a paper which discusses their proposals to deal with these problems,by addressing the following issues (see National Shelter’s website –Ref. 11 – for details):
· A more unified approach to housing assistance
· Growth funding for social housing alongside operational funding 

· Financial and social sustainability of the social housing system

· Meeting the housing needs of ATSI people across Australia

· Separately addressing the housing components of planning and taxation agendas
The same edition also discusses the National Affordable Rental Scheme (Ref. 12). Monthly reports on the performance of this scheme have started being released since June. The State Department of Planning and Infrastructure has set up a series of working groups to develop a planning framework for affordable planning. So there is some hope – so long as they’re held to these commitments, and deliver them!
To sum up this section, I have tried to show that the political structure to deal with the housing needs of low-income Australians is limited and fragmented, and slow to respond. So the problems accumulate and interact, and serve to hold people down and drag more people into the “poverty trap”. The chances of escaping it are limited, but it does happen, and there are good examples of success, at various levels; but it requires more attention and a cohesive approach. Furthermore, most people are ignorant of the true conditions – until it hits them personally – and the public discourse, of “blaming the victim”, and also the appeal of accumulating wealth, in a materialistic, selfish society, dominates perceptions about these issues. Furthermore, the components of the system are integrated – that is, they work together to confuse, deceive and entrap people. 
However, things are changing. The biggest change, I believe, is the “Occupy” movement. It connects with specific things I have mentioned, and it strikes at the heart of the system as a whole. Personally, I feel that it is the biggest hope we’ve ever had to reshape our future – since those days long ago when I began my journey as a student activist. I have spoken to several people about it, of all ages and social conditions, and they are fascinated by it. It’s as if society is giving itself a collective shake out if its slumber, and instead of having to put up with things they’re not happy with, they can join with others and change things. We can imagine a different future. The system we have is not the only one possible. There is a ripple of change spreading across the world – from the Middle East, through Europe, the United States, and even to Australia. 

It’s true that we are relatively insulated from the extreme problems facing other parts of the world, political, economic and environmental; but we are not immune. Many people in Australia experience these things – and furthermore, we are part of the problem. But we can be part of the solution. We have a voice, and we can act. We are not slaves to wealth. The world doesn’t belong to the rich. It belongs to the people. Democracy is not just for the rich. Governments are not their servants. They belong to all people everywhere! So now it is time to claim these things. The Occupy movement has made a start – the ripple of change is on its way. But it’s just a beginning. We need to act on it, to complete the change. People are beginning to speak out, and we’re reading about it in the media. These are the voices of the people. They’re our stories! We believe that democracy belongs to the people. Now we need to learn to act on it. Peter Butler 11.11.11
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