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“If history is any 
guide, the most 

enduring changes 
will likely be in 

the built form and 
infrastructure of 

cities, even as mask 
wearing and social 

distancing fade 
from our collective 

memory.” 
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NOTICEBOARD

The WRG is attended by rele-
vant government agencies, 

non-government agencies, 
Waterloo tenant representa-
tives and other interested par-
ties. It meets the third Wednes-
day of every month to discuss 
all matters relating to the 
redevelopment process. The 
WRG provides an opportunity 
for residents to stay informed, 
seek information and to hold 
government to account.  

The tenants-only subgroup 
meets the first Wednesday of 
the month to discuss rede-
velopment matters without 
the presence of government 
agencies. This enables tenants 
to feel free to speak openly 
about the redevelopment and 
to cultivate a community voice. 
The tenants only subgroup is 
facilitated by Counterpoint 
Community Services and Inner 
Sydney Voice.  

“It’s been five years since the 
government announced plans 
to redevelop the Waterloo social 
housing estate. During this 
time, there have been setbacks, 
delays, and poor engagement 
with the community. Under-
standably, residents have grown 
tired,” said Counterpoint’s 
community development officer, 
Adam Antonelli. “However, it 
is vital that residents continue 
advocating and having their 
voices heard by government 
so that the redevelopment can 
result in the best possible social 
outcomes for the Waterloo 
community. We urge residents 
to join the conversation, have 
their say and help shape the 
community’s future.”  

Interested social housing 
tenants can call Counterpoint 
Community Services on 9698 
9569 or email Adam at wrcd@
counterpointcs.org.au 

In December 2015, the NSW government 
announced redevelopment plans for 
the Waterloo estate. The aim of the 
redevelopment is to create a socially mixed 
community of public, private and affordable 
housing. Completed in stages over 15-20 
years, the redevelopment is currently in the 
master planning stage. The proponent of 
the redevelopment, the Land and Housing 
Corporation, lodged plans to the City of 
Sydney to redevelop 65 percent of the 
Waterloo social housing precinct — called 
Waterloo South — in May 2020. Plans for the 
remainder of the estate, Waterloo Central and 
Waterloo North, have not yet been lodged. In 
addition to the redevelopment of the Waterloo 
estate, a new metro station is currently in 
construction to be completed in 2024. It is 
expected that plans for Waterloo South will 
go on formal statutory exhibition early next 
year. The City of Sydney will lead community 
engagement during the public consultation 
period for the Waterloo South planning 
proposal. Updates, and technical studies and 
reports, can be found at cityofsydney.nsw.gov.
au.  (See pages 7, 22 & 25.)

SHOUT-OUT FOR WATERLOO 
HOUSING RESIDENTS

COUNTERPOINT COMMUNITY SERVICES AND INNER SYDNEY VOICE ARE SEEKING 
INTERESTED AND PROACTIVE SOCIAL HOUSING RESIDENTS WHO ARE EAGER TO  

ADVOCATE ON BEHALF OF THEIR COMMUNITY THROUGH THE WATERLOO 
REDEVELOPMENT GROUP (WRG) AND THE WRG TENANTS-ONLY SUBGROUP. 

Artists rendering, The Village Green Community Garden - Communities Plus
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Editorial
We’re all feeling the same I suspect: weary, bored. Over it. Once 

upon a time not so long ago, life — to quote Gump — was like 
a box of chocolates: “You never know what you’re gonna get.” We do 
now. More of the same. Followed by much the same. And something 
not too dissimilar after that. Time has turned to soup. It’s Groundhog 
Day without the laughs. A few months back — as Australia appeared to 
muzzle the virus — we, being on the whole optimistic creatures, held 
out hopes for light at the end of the tunnel. She’ll be right. All would be 
normal again by spring. Surely? 

Well, here we are. Spring has sprung, and still the tunnel stretches 
monotonously ahead. But, we say to ourselves, “Could be worse — look at 
Melbourne.” And we should look — and learn. Melbourne serves as a fore-
warning against smugness and complacency. A second lockdown here is  
by no means off the cards. Sydney is not out of the woods yet  
— I mean tunnel. 

And, when we do finally emerge blinking into the sunlight shining 
through the trees in the woods at the end of the tunnel, what will we 
find? An “urbanist’s utopia of widened sidewalks, ample bike lanes, 
and networks of pedestrianised boulevards”? Or “a dystopia of empty 
streets and boarded-up shops, and masked citizens, scurrying quickly 
between their jobs and their homes”? (Page 18.)

It’s too early to predict which way the post-pandemic pendulum will 
swing. But however the future pans out, we’ve been presented with an 
opportunity to reassess the status quo. Take social housing. As night-
marish an experience it must’ve been for the Melbourne tower tenants 
to be imprisoned in their homes during a police-led lockdown (page 
34), it “highlighted the inadequacy of existing public housing stock in 
Australia, as well as public health problems associated with high-den-
sity living” (page 10). 

The pandemic has also focused minds on the importance of the 
community sector. With charities currently under the cosh, calls have 
been made to ensure community orgs continue to have “the resources 
required to meet the increased demand for their services” which are 
“vital at all times, but especially during a crisis” (page 8). As well, 
appeals have been made for greater investment in cycling and walking 
infrastructure (page 27), and for the development of more green spaces 
— such as community gardens (page 28). So as challenging as life 
might be right now, COVID may be the wake-up call society requires. 
“We need to ask ourselves what our purpose is and what legacy we’re 
leaving behind for future generations.” (Page 32.)  

And to those dismissing that as idealistic claptrap, research tells us 
that natural disasters can bring communities together in ways not seen 
before. “As horrible as they are, in the aftermath, people help each 
other and there’s often a sense of shared humanity.” (Page 21.) COVID 
could serve as the catalyst we need to create — not just a new normal 
— but a better kind of normal. Maybe, just maybe, as we squint into the 
darkness beyond, we will see a speck of light at the end of the tunnel 
after all…

Christopher Kelly  
comms@innersydneyvoice.org.au
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NEWS

Running on renewables

Sydney’s plyscraper plans

l CLEAN ENERGY

l SUSTAINABLE CONSTRUCTION

From the 1 July, the City of Sydney offi-
cially became powered by 100 percent 
renewable energy. The council — 
which covers the CBD and more than 
30 surrounding inner-city suburbs — 
is now sourcing the equivalent of all its 
electricity consumption from renewa-
ble supplies obtained from two solar 
farms and one wind farm. Based near 
Inverell, the wind farm is the largest 
in NSW. It features 75 turbines up to 
200 metres high and carries a capacity 
of 270MW. par Almost three-quarters 
of the City’s electricity is wind-gen-
erated and clean energy now powers 

all City-owned properties, including 
115 buildings, 75 parks, 23,000 street-
lights, depots, pools, and sporting 
facilities. In making the move to 
renewable electricity, the council is 
projected to reduce C02 emissions by 
20,000 tonnes per year and save half-
a-million dollars on energy costs over 
the next decade. “Cities are responsi-
ble for 70 percent of greenhouse gas 
emissions worldwide, so it is critical 
that we take effective and evidence-
based climate actions,” said Sydney 
lord mayor, Clover Moore. Valued at 
$60 million, the City’s green energy 

deal is the biggest of its kind in 
Australia.

Certified carbon neutral in 2011, the 
City is on target to reduce C02 emis-
sions by 70 percent by 2024. “We are 
in the middle of a climate emergency,” 
said Moore. “If we are to reduce emis-
sions and grow the green power sector, 
all levels of government must urgently 
transition to renewable energy.” The 
City of Sydney joins other Australian 
jurisdictions that have transitioned to 
renewable energy supplies including 
the City of Adelaide, City of Newcastle, 
and Canberra.

The design looks impressive: an 
180-metre timber high-rise fronting 
a glass and steel facade, solar panels 
scaling its sides, with a staggered 
rooftop garden crowning the structure 
up above. When completed in 2025, the 
new headquarters for Australian soft-
ware firm Atlassian will be the tallest 
hybrid timber tower in the world.

While designing the building, the 
New York-based architects’ watch-
word was sustainability. To that 
end, the building will operate on 100 
percent renewable energy (netting 
zero emissions by 2050) and use 
cross-laminated timber. Which is, 
says Atlassian’s Scott Hazard, “an 
incredibly green material” that avoids 
“massive amounts of concrete and 
steel”. The ground-breaking design, 
adds Hazard, will push the boundaries 
“beyond anything we know with that 
material”.

Once favoured by conceptual design-
ers, over recent years cross-lami-
nated timber (CLT) has entered the 
mainstream of construction and has 
become the go-to product for devel-
opers around the world. Not only is 
the material strong, CLT buildings 

are quicker to construct which, in 
turn, saves time and labour. It also 
carries much less of an environmental 
burden than concrete. Indeed, rather 

than emitting carbon, CLT has carbon 
locked in.

Sitting next to Sydney’s Central 
station, the $1-billion building will 
be the focal point of the city’s new 
tech precinct — which will sprawl 
from Haymarket to Redfern. “It’s 
an amazing design,” says Atlassian 
co-CEO Scott Farquhar. “This build-
ing will breathe new life into this part 
of Sydney.” Construction starts next 
year.

Meanwhile, plans have been submit-
ted to build 80-storey twin towers in 
Sydney’s CBD. At a cost of $726 million, 
the Pitt Street development will house 
158 hotel rooms, 600 apartments and 
five levels of carparks. The two towers 
are to be linked by a sky-bridge. 

Whilst the development will require 
the demolition of existing buildings 
on Pitt, Castlereagh and Liverpool 
streets, assurances have been made 
that no “heritage-listed” buildings 
will be affected. However, construc-
tion will “have the potential to cause 
disruption to surrounding areas”. A 
City of Sydney  spokesperson said the 
development application would be 
considered at a meeting later this year.
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NEWS

Waterloo South details released
l INNER SYDNEY DEVELOPMENT

Since the Land and Housing Corpo-
ration (LAHC) released the Waterloo 
South artist impressions, City of Sydney 
has released further details. A map 
with building heights compares LAHC’s 
current proposal with its 2019 preferred 
plan and council’s alternative proposal. 
(A detailed presentation is now also 
available as a webinar on council’s 
website.) Officers expect to present their 
planning proposal and the 10,000 pages 
of LAHC material they have considered, 
to council around November 2020. Some 
material is promised before then.

Council distinguishes between the 
planning framework (the controls that 
they have to determine) and the refer-
ence scheme (masterplan) supplied by 
LAHC as a test of the framework. The 
reference scheme’s artist impressions 
are just one of many outcomes possible 
under the controls. Once determined, 
the controls will provide the frame-
work for the developer to produce its 
designs to be assessed and exhibited at 
a later stage.

In the webinar, council details 
“improvements” LAHC made to its 
2019 preferred masterplan, includ-
ing: the large central park opposite 
the new metro station; more sunlight 
in parks; George Street remaining a 
street; no development over existing 
streets; some streets widened; build-
ing heights reduced to meet Sydney 
airport requirements, and regional 
bicycle path retained (but back to being 
a “shared path” running between the 
towers whose elderly residents had 
convinced LAHC to reroute via the 
metro station for safety reasons).

Eddie Ma from Vigilanti says the new 
park is the same size as the existing 
open space on the estate, but will need 
to service many more people. Council 
emphasises the new park is not privately 
owned and becomes public space.

Heights and density are two concerns 
for community. LAHC proposes around 
3,000 dwellings in nine towers of 
between 20 and 32 storeys, three build-

ings of 15 storeys and a range of other 
buildings up to eight storeys high. On 
its website, council has made it clear 
that “it is likely changes will be made 
to the proposal the corporation has 
submitted”. Eddie Ma points out that 
the highest building in Green Square is 
28 storeys.

LAHC proposes one 32-storey build-
ing with 10.55 times more floor space 
than its land area. Council says this is 
“typical of floor space ratios (FSR) in 
the centre of the city and rarely found 
outside the city centre”.

The FSR proposed across the total site 
is 3.09:1, which is what LAHC proposes 
for privately owned sites. LAHC gets 

greater FSRs on its land by adding the 
floor space it could have built on the 40 
percent of the site it is giving council for 
parks and streets. LAHC also proposes 
its floor space not be spread evenly 
so a private block might have only 29 
percent of the development potential 
of a nearby LAHC tower.

Discussions are underway about how 
council can best help people understand 
the proposal and consult the commu-
nity during the public exhibition in the 
first half of 2021. Council’s webinar is an 
excellent start — just search for “City of 
Sydney Waterloo”.

Geoff Turnbull —  
courtesy The South Sydney Herald

Next stage of station work begins
With tunnelling and excavation work completed at Waterloo station, work 
has now begun on the integrated station development — including buildings 
above and next to the station. 

John Holland is currently carrying out works in preparation for station 
construction. This includes delivery and installation of site sheds, surveys and 
utility relocations. Another contractor — Systems Connect — is also using the 
Waterloo site to install rail track, power systems and infrastructure to turn the 
excavated tunnels into a working railway. While the work is in progress, traffic 
and pedestrian changes may be required for large vehicle deliveries.

If members of the Waterloo community have questions about the tunnel 
fit-out they can call 1800 171 386 or email linewidemetro@transport.nsw.gov.
au. For questions about Waterloo station or the Waterloo Metro Quarter resi-
dents can call 1800 171 386 or email waterloometro@transport.nsw.gov.au. 

l PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Image: communitiesplus.com.au
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NEWS

Concerns over concourse

Charities face dire financial future

l PUBLIC TRANSPORT

l COVID-19

The University of Sydney has lodged 
a formal objection to the proposal for 
a new southern concourse at Redfern 
station. In a submission to the Depart-
ment of Planning, Industry and the 
Environment, vice-chancellor Michael 
Spencer voiced concerns about student 
safety due to potential pedestrian 
congestion on Little Eveleigh Street. 

The university also opposes 
proposed plans for gated pedestrian 
bridges either end of the concourse. As 
currently designed — whether using 
the station or not — people crossing 
from one precinct to another will have 

to go through the gates and a ticketing 
process.

“We seek open access to the bridge 
for pedestrians as a key facilitator of 
connection and collaboration between 
the university, Cicada and South 
Eveleigh, and the future Waterloo 
station,” said Spencer. As plans stand, 
the ticketed gates would be closed 
between 1.45am and 3.45am. 

Transport for NSW is currently in 
the process of formalising a response 
to community submissions. A report 
addressing issues and concerns will be 
made public in the months ahead. 

More than 200,000 jobs in the charity 
sector could be lost as a result of the 
COVID-19 crisis if financial supports — 
such as JobKeeper, and lease and loan 
deferrals — come to an end in October. 
That’s the outcome of a report released 
by Social Ventures Australia (SVA) and 
the Centre for Social Impact (CSI).

Due to pre-existing funding issues, 
an increasing demand for services 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
subsequent economic downturn, char-
ities are facing an increase in delivery 
costs and struggling to secure funding 
to adapt to this new environment.

SVA chief executive officer Suzie 
Riddell said that we must act on these 
dire forecasts to ensure communities, 
people and governments continue 
to receive life-changing support and 
services. “Our financial analysis shows 
that thousands of charities are at risk 
of closing and more than 200,000 
jobs lost at a time when we should be 
pump-priming charities to aid the 
recovery.” Riddell added: “Charities 
provide services that people, commu-
nities and government rely on. They 
are the social glue in our communities. 
Without thriving charities, our produc-

tivity and wellbeing is at risk.” 
CSI chief executive Professor Kristy 

Muir said that most charities already 
run with very tight margins and have 
little in reserve to fall back on in a crisis. 
“For Australia to thrive, charities need 
financially viable business models (not 
just revenue growth) in the recovery 
phase and into the future. Stronger 
charities will be well-positioned to 
provide the services needed to support 
the community and assist to accelerate 
our collective recovery. This impending 
crisis of an ‘October cliff’ could disrupt 
the provision of services to some of 
Australia’s most vulnerable.”

The report calls for governments 
to ensure resilience and viability of 
the charity sector through a range of 
supports, including:
• Plan for a gradual transition of 

JobKeeper and other temporary 
supports for charities to create a 
ramp not a cliff in October, including 
temporary extensions of funding 
in sub-sectors facing long recovery 
times.

• Create a one-off Charities Transfor-
mation Fund to help organisations 
transition to the “new normal”, 

including operating online, restruc-
turing their organisation and 
investing in the capability of staff.

• Maintain and, where needed, 
increase funding for govern-
ment-contracted services delivered 
by charities to reflect the true cost 
of delivering services for impact 
and meeting increased demand, 
particularly given the sensitivity of 
the sector to changes in government 
funding.

• Retain JobSeeker at a higher level 
(do not revert to previous Newstart 
amounts) to mitigate the increase in 
service demand on charities while 
also stimulating the broader economy.
CEO of the Australian Council of 

Social Service Cassandra Goldie echoed 
the need for ongoing support: “The 
community sector is vital at all times 
but especially in crisis. Community 
sector charities must have the resources 
required to meet the increased demand 
for their important services, including 
domestic violence and homelessness 
services. We must ensure those reach-
ing out for the support of community 
service charities get the help they need 
to rebuild their lives.” (See page 12.)

Image: Transport NSW
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NEWS

l PUBLIC ART IN SYDNEY

l URBAN TREE CANOPY

The Inner West “tree massacre”
A change to tree-clearing rules in 
the Inner West has triggered a “tree 
massacre” — according to Balmain 
Greens MP Jamie Parker. The rule 
change, which came into effect in 
February, allows landowners to chop 
down trees within two metres of a 
household structure — the limit was 
previously three metres. 

“The tree massacre we predicted is 
well and truly under way,” said Parker. 
“In a highly dense area like the Inner 
West, allowing the removal of any 
tree within two metres of a structure 
pretty much allows the destruction 
of the vast majority of trees in our 
community.” 

Records show that between Febru-
ary to the end of June the Inner West 
Council received 429 tree-clearing 
applications, compared to 240 in the 
same period last year. Of the 2020 
applications 275 have been approved, 

with another 82 applications pending. 
In response, Inner West mayor 

Darcy Byrne pointed to council plans 
to spend $5 million on new tree plant-
ings. “That’s an eight-fold increase 
in funding for tree planting, and the 
biggest investment in green infra-
structure in the history of the Inner 

West,” said Byrne.  
However, Jeff Angel of the Total 

Environment Centre (TEC), said the 
mature trees being removed in the 
Inner West “will lead to a big net loss 
in suburbs already with poor canopy 
cover”. And, argues Angel, during 
COVID-19 Sydney’s green spaces are 
more valuable than ever. “But sadly 
the spread of ill-thought urban devel-
opment and infrastructure has eroded 
this vital asset.” 

Indeed, over the last few years TEC 
has recorded more than 70 parks and 
green canopies destroyed or threat-
ened. “Dozens of local community 
groups have mobilised to fend off 
developers and the weakening of tree 
protection rules.” Success, however, 
has been patchy. The answer? “Our 
tree canopies need stronger legislative 
protection,” said Angel. “It is virtually 
impossible to replace them.”

Plans for an AIDS memorial in Darlin-
ghurst have moved to stage two with 
shortlisted artists pitching their 
proposals to the City of Sydney. The 
idea for the memorial — to be situated 
at Green Park — received bipartisan 
support when put forward to coun-
cil earlier this year. “While we may 
not agree on everything I think it is 
wonderful that there is support across 
the board for our LGBTQ+ community 
and for a painful moment in Sydney’s 
history,” said deputy mayor Jess Scully 
— who proposed the motion. 

The concept originated from Darling-
hurst resident Mike Galvin who teamed 
up with local artist Christopher Lewis 
to petition for the memorial. “It wasn’t 
just the LGBTQ+ community that 
supported it,” Galvin told City Hub, “but 
also local families that wanted their 
children to grow up to understand the 

history of the area in the 1980s when 
AIDS spread unforgivingly through the 
community, and around the country.”

St Vincent’s Hospital, which is located 
directly across from Green Park, was 
home to Australia’s first dedicated 
AIDS unit — Ward 17 South. During 
the height of the epidemic, Green Park 
became a place where many people 
sought comfort and solace during those 
dark times.

The remit for the AIDS memorial is 
wide: it could take the form of a sculp-
ture, a garden, or even include more 
ephemeral elements such as light or 
sound. A City of Sydney spokesperson 
said: “This is a unique opportunity for 
artists and creatives to consider the 
place of public artworks in the public 
domain, and how they can shape our 
understanding and collective memory 
of a time and place.”

AIDS memorial a step closer

Image: City of Sydney Archives
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COVID-19

The rapidness with which COV-
ID-19 can spread and its dead-

ly consequences, especially for the 
elderly, have been some of its most 
worrying characteristics. Unsurpris-
ingly, housing areas with people liv-
ing in cramped conditions — some-
times with three generations under 
the same roof — have provided fertile 
grounds for contagion and death. That 
is why, as the number of positive cases 
grew in the Melbourne towers, health 
officials called for urgent action to 
stop the spread. Yet, despite being an 
entirely foreseeable scenario, govern-
ment authorities not only did not pre-
pare for it, but actively contributed to 
the disaster.

While politicians and the media have 
sought to pin the blame on the migrant 
background of many tower residents, 
responsibility for the outbreak lies with 
government authorities. The two main 
causes of the renewed COVID-19 spike 
in Melbourne were the state govern-
ment’s farcical handling of hotel quar-
antining of returned travellers and the 
federal government’s failure to imple-
ment essential workplace safety meas-
ures to stop new outbreaks.

As case numbers rose, government 
authorities — at a federal, state and local 
level — refused to implement measures 
residents were calling for to help prevent 
the further spread of COVID-19, and 
failed to develop any plans for dealing 
with a potential outbreak. This govern-
ment complacency, rooted in its long-
term policy of neglect towards the 
largely migrant communities who live 
in the towers, was the real cause of the 
disaster. 

The Victorian government sought 
to deal with the outbreak by send-
ing hundreds of police officers  
into the towers with no immedi-
ate plan beyond forcibly imprisoning 
residents, including the sick, inside 
their homes. 

A nightmarish scenario was made 
worse by the fact it took hours and, in 
some cases, days for residents to obtain 
information about the testing plan 
and receive food, medicines and other 
support services.  In one instance, a 
mother was prevented from leaving 
her unit to see her newborn in hospital.  
All this only undermined trust 
in the process and the authori-
ties responsible for its implementation, 
precisely when it was most needed. 

Victorian premier Daniel Andrews 
repeatedly said there was no hand-
book for dealing with such outbreaks. 
But given the wealth of available local 
and international experience in contain-
ing and suppressing the COVID-19 
pandemic, the outbreak in the towers 
could have been avoided — and certainly 
should never have ended up being 
handled as it was.

The Melbourne towers’ debacle has 
confirmed that health authorities and 
the community are best placed to decide 
how, and if, police resources are required. 

Where their involvement is deemed 
necessary, police officers must 
be disarmed. It has also highlighted 
the inadequacy of existing public 
housing stock in Australia, as well as 
the public health problems associated 
with high-density living. (See page 34.)

Courtesy of Green Left

LEARNING FROM 
MELBOURNE’S MISTAKES
Responding to community concerns, 
the NSW government has assured 
residents of the Waterloo estate that 
key lessons have been learnt from 
the Melbourne high-rise response 
and that — in order to avoid a police-
led lockdown — it has adopted a 
preventative strategy instead. To that 
end, the Land and Housing Corporation 
has announced that sanitiser has been 
installed in all the Waterloo high risers. 
A cleaner is also based at each building 
from 7am-7pm every day to disinfect 
communal areas. Meanwhile, the City 
of Sydney has provided residents with 
two reusable masks per household. 
Furthermore, local agencies have 
been told that the Sydney Local Health 
District (SLHD) and the Department of 
Communities and Justice will work with 
them should a local response need to 
be implemented. 

In an attempt to detect infections 
early through testing, the SLHD 
has set up a screening station at 
the Waterloo Neighbourhood 
Centre (Shop 95, Wellington Street, 
Waterloo). The clinic runs on 
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays 
from 2pm-4pm. Residents who 
display the slightest of symptoms — 
sore throat, cough, fever, runny nose, 
or difficulty breathing — are advised 
to get tested as soon as possible. 
Free testing is also available at the 
Redfern Health Centre, and there 
are drive-through clinics located at 
Rozelle, Homebush, and Summer Hill.

A PREVENTABLE 
DISASTER
THE VICTORIAN GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSE 
TO THE COVID OUTBREAK IN THE 
MELBOURNE PUBLIC HOUSING TOWERS 
RECEIVED MUCH CRITICISM. HERE, FRED 
FUENTES EXPLAINS HOW THE DEBACLE 
WAS ALLOWED TO HAPPEN.

NEWS FEATURE
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CUSTODY

KIDS  
IN CELLS
THE AGE OF CRIMINAL 
RESPONSIBILITY IN AUSTRALIA 
WILL REMAIN AT TEN AFTER THE 
NATION’S ATTORNEYS-GENERAL 
FAILED TO RAISE THE AGE.

In July, the Council of Attorneys-Gen-
eral (CAG) failed to commit to raising 

the age of legal responsibility from ten 
to 14. The decision leaves Australia out 
of step with the rest of the world, at 
odds with social and medical research, 
and out of touch with community ex-
pectations. In response, a group of 
NSW-based organisations joined to-
gether to condemn the decision and 
call for urgent action.

“Locking up ten-year-olds is harm-
ful, counter-productive, contrary to 
evidence and unjust. It is very disap-
pointing that state and territory 
governments have not seized this 
opportunity to act,” said Jonathon 
Hunyor of the Public Interest Advo-
cacy Centre. “The first commitment 
we need is to stop doing harm. The 
second is to work with experts and the 
community — especially Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities 
— to develop the alternatives we know 
exist. We will continue to advocate for 
a system that delivers for the commu-
nity, with a minimum age of legal 
responsibility of at least 14.”

A national alliance — called Raise 
the Age — was formed to highlight the 
harm caused by forcing children into 
the criminal legal system. However, 
despite a vigorous campaign, the CAG 
deferred the decision to raise the age 
for at least another 12 months. This 
means Australian governments will 
continue to put kids as young as ten 
years old in prison. And — accounting 
for around 70 percent of children aged 

ten to 13 in detention nationally — it 
will be Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children who will continue to 
be disproportionately impacted. 

“We know through our work that 
Aboriginal children as young as ten are 
targeted and taken into custody, at risk 
of being taken to a barbed wire facility, 
strip searched on entry, given limited 
access to peers, teachers and supports, 
and put in a concrete cell,” said Sarah 
Hopkins, a solicitor at the Aboriginal 
Legal Service. “Locking up children 
goes against the evidence and public 
opinion and is the exact opposite of 
what Aboriginal communities are 
asking for when it comes to supporting 
young people.” 

Hopkins added: “In Bourke, Moree, 
Mount Druitt and other places across 
NSW, Aboriginal young people are 
engaging with and exploring commu-
nity-led justice reinvestment initia-

tives as a way to build stronger futures 
and avoid negative contact with the 
criminal justice system. The money 
wasted locking kids up would be much 
better spent supporting these commu-
nity-led solutions.”

Researched released by the Australia 
Institute and Change The Record 
shows that the majority of people 
surveyed support raising the age to at 
least 14. And the evidence is clear: the 
earlier a young person is forced into 
the criminal legal system, the more 
likely they are to become caught in 
the quicksand of the system. Indeed, 
research conducted by the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare in 2019 
showed 94 percent of ten to 13-year-
olds incarcerated return to sentenced 
supervision within 12 months.

Raise the Age advocates will continue 
to lobby the NSW government to focus 
its priorities on providing appropriate 
services and supports to help children 
to grow, learn and flourish — rather 
than for them to be handcuffed and 
locked away in prison cells. “Every 
child deserves to be healthy and to 
reach their potential. Governments 
could immediately stop forcing kids 
into the criminal justice system and 
instead ensure we’re supporting kids to 
thrive in community and culture,” said 
Karly Warner, Aboriginal Legal Service 
CEO. “The Council of Attorneys-Gen-
eral had a historic opportunity to raise 
the age, but they failed to act. We don’t 
lack solutions, our politicians lack 
political will.”

“Locking up  
ten-year-olds is 

harmful, counter-
productive, contrary to 

evidence and unjust.  
It is very disappointing 
that state and territory 

governments have  
not seized this 

opportunity to act”

NEWS FEATURE
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VOLUNTEERS

By the start of the new millennium, 
it was clear volunteering in Aus-

tralia was on the rise. Five years ear-
lier, in 1995, around a quarter of adults 
donated their time. By 2000, this had 
risen to 32 percent of the population 
— or 4,395,600 Australians — with 
the value of that volunteer labour es-
timated at $8.9 billion. 

Today, volunteering has an esti-
mated annual economic and social 
value of $290 billion in Australia and 
research shows that volunteering 
efforts yield a 450 percent return for 
every dollar invested. The most recent 
volunteering data we have — from 
this year’s release of the Austral-
ian Charities Report 2018 — showed 
volunteer numbers across charities 
had increased to 3.7 million people 
(compared with 3.3 million the previ-
ous year). The Giving Australia report 
also found that, in 2016, 43.7 percent 
of adult Australians had volunteered a 
total of 932 million hours in the previ-
ous 12 months.   

The way Australians are volun-
teering has also shifted. Back in the 
early 2000s, employee volunteering 
programs — where employers give 
paid staff time and/or payments to 
volunteer for agreed charities — 
were relatively scarce. In 2006, only 
3.7 percent of employees took part 
in any kind of corporate volunteer-
ing, according to a report by London 

Benchmarking Group (LBG). By 2018, 
this had grown to 15 percent, with LBG 
finding that nearly eight in ten compa-
nies reported having an employee 
volunteering program in place.

The internet has also played an 
important role in attracting new 
volunteers and expanding the ways 
in which they can offer their time. In 
2016, nearly 30 percent of volunteers 
under 24 years old used an online 
source such as GoVolunteer or Seek 
Volunteer to look for volunteering 
opportunities — although word of 
mouth remains the most common way 
to attract volunteers. The internet has 
also created a whole new category of 
volunteer work: virtual volunteering 
— which is to say, provided online 
volunteer services such as managing 
social media accounts or using Skype 
to mentor vulnerable people.

One of the most important changes 
for the sector has been updating 
the formal definition of volunteering 
to recognise the profound social, tech-
nological, and organisational shifts 
of recent decades. Advocates started 
campaigning for a new and broader 
way of thinking about, and describing, 
volunteering in late 2013, arguing that 
the existing 1996 definition was far too 
restrictive. 

That definition only recognised 
formal volunteering undertaken for 
not-for-profit (NFP) organisations. 

It excluded online volunteers, those 
donating their time to private groups, 
and informal volunteering in the 
community. In other words, if you 
weren’t providing services as a desig-
nated volunteer in a defined position 
or project, your activities weren’t 
counted.

The new definition adopted by 
Volunteering Australia in 2015 states 
simply that: “Volunteering is time 
willingly given for the common good 
and without financial gain.” Advocates 
believe this definition recognises the 
myriad, and often informal, ways in 
which people volunteer, beyond simply 
helping out a not for profit. “Volun-
teers make a huge contribution,” said 
former Volunteering Australia CEO 
Brett Williamson in 2015, “so we need 
to make sure it’s measured accurately 
and valued.”

By creating a common understand-
ing of what volunteering is, the new 
definition ultimately makes it easier to 
accurately measure the scope of volun-
teering in Australia. This in turn helps 
the sector to identify and connect with 
many more of the nation’s volunteers.

One of the biggest challenges for 
the sector over the past 20 years has 
been attracting and maintaining the 
volunteer workforce and supporting 
volunteers so that they stay happy and 
engaged. As volunteering has become 
more accessible and less narrowly 

THE UNCERTAIN FUTURE OF 
VOLUNTEERING
WHEN THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HIT, THE VOLUNTEERING LANDSCAPE 
SHIFTED IN A WAY NO-ONE THOUGHT POSSIBLE. HERE, LUKE MICHAEL 
REFLECTS ON SOME OF THE KEY MOMENTS THAT HAVE SHAPED 
VOLUNTEERING OVER THE PAST 20 YEARS AND LOOKS AT WHERE  
THE SECTOR IS HEADED NEXT. 
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VOLUNTEERS

defined over the past 20 years, the task of managing volun-
teers has actually become more complex. This is not just 
because there are more people volunteering in more ways, 
but also because the growth in the sector has spawned new 
laws and accreditation standards covering workers includ-
ing volunteers. 

In 2015, Volunteering Australia revised the National 
Standards for Volunteer Involvement to help organisations 
attract, manage, and retain volunteers in a modern envi-
ronment. These reforms gave volunteers more of a say in 
designing their roles and acknowledged their importance 
to the organisation. They also set out guidelines for sector 
staff: people managing volunteers were now expected to 
provide clear guidance as to what was expected of volun-
teers, and also to understand and mitigate any risks related 
to volunteers, including through detailed screening checks 
of volunteers.

But sector advocates acknowledge there is further to go — 
particularly when it comes to legal protections from sexual 
harassment. Sector advocates have recently pointed out that 
while employees are given explicit protection from sexual 
harassment under equal opportunity laws in all states and 
territories and the Commonwealth, this is not yet the case 
for volunteers. 

Volunteering Australia CEO Adrienne Picone says there 
also needs to be a recognition that volunteering doesn’t 
just happen. It requires a coordinated, skilled, and properly 
resourced organisation. And this means directing money 
not only towards individual volunteers, but also to the 
organisation themselves.

Funding, meanwhile, has proved an ongoing challenge for 
the sector. Government Volunteer Grants — given to organ-
isations to help with equipment, training, and fundraising 
needs — have been slashed this decade from $21 million in 
2010 to $10 million in 2016.

And despite a plethora of employee volunteering 
programs, growth in corporate volunteering has been 
steady rather than spectacular. An LBG report found that 
the proportion of an average company’s time devoted to 
corporate volunteering had not altered significantly in more 
than ten years. 

In other words, while most companies assign at least a day 
a year per employee for corporate volunteering, workers are 
not taking up the opportunity. LBG calculated that these 
unused hours were the equivalent to 500 full-time jobs over 
a year — hours effectively lost to the sector.

While Australia’s volunteering culture is strong, the 
sector will have to adjust if it is to thrive. A 2010 Productivity 
Commission report into the NFP sector says the ageing of 
Australia’s population is likely to have major ramifications 
for the sector. The commission estimates that by around 
2042 seniors (aged 65-plus) will replace 35 to 44-year-olds 
as the biggest volunteering cohort in Australia. This may 

have some advantages — older volun-
teers usually contribute more hours, so 
rates are expected to actually increase 
in the short to medium term. But it also 
signals some challenges ahead. 

Organisations will need to cater for 
a volunteering cohort that has spent 
years in a professional work envi-
ronment. While young people tend to 
volunteer primarily to gain experience, 
research shows older people are more 
likely to seek fulfilling roles related to 
their skills or interests, as well as flex-
ibility and more project-based volun-
teering. The take-out is that NFPs will 
need to adapt to ensure older Austral-
ians are engaged. Luckily, the report 
also found the proportion of young 
Australians (aged 18 to 24) volunteering 
had doubled over ten years, suggesting 
that there may be enough new young 
recruits to replace an ageing volunteer 
workforce. 

The United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) offer a 
roadmap for one way forward. The UN 
General Assembly has formally adopted 
a resolution on volunteering, which 
reiterates that volunteers are critical to 
achieving the SDGs and spells out the 
value of volunteering for individuals 
and communities. “Through volun-
teering, citizens build their resilience, 
enhance their knowledge base and 
gain a sense of responsibility for their 
own community,” the UN says. 

The sector, too, will need resilience in 
coming years. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has gouged an enormous hole in the 
workforces of many volunteer-reliant 
charities. This creates major head-
aches, but also offers opportunities for 
growth and renewal. The constraints 
imposed by social distancing have 
provided a powerful lesson in the value 
of virtual volunteering, which has 
surged during the pandemic. When the 
worst of the crisis is over, the changes 
it has wrought — including the shift 
to online volunteering — may well 
remain and its lingering impact is 
likely to reshape the sector in the years 
to come.  

450%
Estimated return for 
every dollar invested 

in volunteering

•

$290 
BILLION

Estimated annual 
economic and social 
value of volunteering 

in Australia

•

3.7  
MILLION

Number of adult 
Australians involved in 

volunteering (2016)

•

3.7%
Number of 

employees involved 
in corporate 

volunteering in 2006

•

15% 
Number of 

employees involved 
in corporate 

volunteering in 2018 

•

$21  
MILLION 

The value of 
Government 

Volunteer Grant 
funding given to 

organisations in 2010

•

$10  
MILLION 

The value of 
Government 

Volunteer Grant 
funding given to 

organisations in 2016
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HOMELESSNESS

Homelessness can be an isolating, 
destabilising and often traumat-

ic experience. For children and young 
people, homelessness can be particu-
larly devastating to their development 
and its effects are often long lasting. 
Stable, affordable and suitable hous-
ing is essential for a young person’s 
economic, mental, physical and social 
wellbeing. It is also connected to a pos-
itive sense of self, good health, and so-
cial cohesion. 

Young people undergo many changes 
as they go through adolescence: physi-
cal changes, changes to their emotions 
and ways of thinking, a shifting sense 
of identity and values, new relation-
ships, and newly developed aspirations 
for their future. This period in a young 
person’s life — when they take on new 
roles and responsibilities — is critical 
in setting the stage for a happy and 
successful adulthood. To complete the 
transition, young people need to fulfil 
educational goals, become economi-
cally self-sufficient, and develop and 
maintain social relationships. All of 
these milestones are much more diffi-

cult to achieve for young people expe-
riencing homelessness.

More than 43,500 children and young 
people in Australia are homeless. The 
2016 Census reported that almost one 
quarter of Australia’s homeless popu-
lation was aged between 12 and 24 
years. It is generally accepted, however, 
that these figures underestimate the 
extent of the problem. Many young 
people experience “hidden home-
lessness” — staying with friends or 
relatives because they lack housing 
opportunities.

Last month, Mission Australia 
released the findings from its annual 
Youth Survey report. Among the 22,673 
respondents — aged 15 to 19 years — 
more than one in six young people 
(3,876 or 17.1 percent) reported having 
an experience of homelessness. In a 
national breakdown, the total number 
of respondents who had experienced 
homelessness in NSW was 933 — the 
second highest number after Queens-
land. In response to the findings, 
Mission Australia CEO James Toomey 
said: “Many people would be shocked 

to learn that one in six young people 
aged 15 to 19 years in Australia have 
been homeless at some stage in their 
lives.”

A concerning proportion of the 
respondents said they have experienced 
either time without a fixed address or 
lived in a refuge or transitional accom-
modation (6.6 percent) and/or spent 
time couch surfing (13 percent). Couch 
surfing, explain the report’s authors, 
“refers to people who stay away from 
their usual residence, living tempo-
rarily with other households because 
they feel unable to return home”. They 
might be sleeping on friends’ sofas, in 
spare rooms or garages. In many cases, 
this experience of homelessness was 
not an isolated one-off incident, with 
the majority of couch surfers report-
ing they have spent time away from 
home more than once, and a small but 
important minority — 5.8 percent — 
suggesting they typically stay away for 
longer than six months. 

“This cannot be accepted as just the 
way things are,” said Toomey. “If we 
stand idle, too many young people will 

THE YOUNG  
HOMELESS

A NEW REPORT FROM MISSION AUSTRALIA PROVIDES 
UNIQUE INSIGHT INTO YOUTH HOMELESSNESS. 

CHRISTOPHER KELLY DISTILLS THE DETAILS.
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continue to be pushed into homeless-
ness and will be on the back foot as they 
transition to adulthood. Many will miss 
out on crucial education and employ-
ment opportunities as they shift from 
one inadequate and temporary dwell-
ing to another. Without the stability of 
a safe place to call home, these young 
people are facing the torment of bully-
ing, mental health concerns and ongo-
ing family conflict.” 

Indeed, more than half (51.7 percent) 
of young people who have experienced 
homelessness indicated some form of 
psychological distress. This is over twice 
the proportion of those who have never 
experienced homelessness. Studies have 
consistently found that young people 
experiencing homelessness have a 
much higher incidence of mental health 
conditions, such as mood and anxiety 
disorders, compared with the general 
youth population. There is also a higher 
incidence of self-harm and attempted 
suicide among homeless young people. 
“They’re facing a great deal of stress and 
mental health concerns,” said Toomey. 
“They’re experiencing lower levels of 
happiness and they’re facing seemingly 
insurmountable barriers as they move 
into their adult lives.” 

The survey also found that young 
people who have experienced home-
lessness face more problems at school, 
endure more family conflicts (includ-
ing greater incidences of domestic 
and family violence), are more likely 
to have personal safety concerns, and 
alcohol and drug dependence issues. 

Within any discussion of child and 
youth homelessness in Australia atten-
tion needs to be paid to the high inci-
dence of homelessness for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander young people. 
As a consequence of colonialism, racism, 
the impact of stolen generations, and 
the dispossession from land, cultural 
and traditional social structures, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities experience dispropor-
tionately high levels of homelessness, 
contributed by social stressors such as 
poor housing or overcrowding, poverty, 
and unemployment.

Improving the housing supply for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
young people and their families, say 
the report’s authors, “will not only 
reduce homelessness, but also improve 
health and education outcomes while 

ensuring that Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander young people can receive 
the benefit of strong support from 
their families and communities”. The 
authors also recommend “designing 
housing and homelessness services for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people with community members, 
with delivery by Aboriginal community 
controlled organisations”.

Another important discussion 
within youth homelessness debates 
is the high incidence of homeless-
ness amongst the LGBTQ+ population. 
Indeed, a study found that lesbian, gay 
and bisexual respondents were at least 
twice as likely than heterosexuals to 
have experienced homelessness, with 
rejection by family and the community 
a main driver of homelessness among 
LGBTQ+ young people. 

As the report’s authors note: hous-
ing and homelessness-related issues 
“are demonstrably more complex for 
LGBTQ+ young people who are experi-
encing other intersecting issues” such 
as discrimination and a lack of support 
at home, work or school. It is impor-
tant, then, say the authors, to ensure 
housing and homelessness services are 
“welcoming and sensitive to the needs 
of LGBTQ+ young people”.

Another important subset of 
Australia’s young homeless featured 
in the report are those from migrant 
and refugee backgrounds. Existing 
research demonstrates that young 
people from refugee backgrounds are 
six to ten times more likely to be at-risk 
of homelessness than Australian-born 
young people. It is estimated that 
between 500 and 800 young refugees 
are homeless Australia-wide, and this 
number is growing.

The report recommends that young 
people from migrant and refugee 
backgrounds are provided with cultur-
ally appropriate housing support 
— including easy access to language 
services. Crucially, the authors call for 
young people on temporary visas to be 
granted access to income support.

As the report highlights, young 
people as a whole generally face multi-
ple barriers and experience significant 
discrimination to accessing afforda-
ble and appropriate housing. Fewer 
financial resources, high rental costs, 
competitive demand for rental prop-
erties, lack of rental references, and 

the lack of long-term social housing all 
place young people at a disadvantage in 
accessing adequate housing. 

As well, the casualisation of the 
workforce, a rise in part-time work 
and general job insecurity has led to 
increased unemployment risks — 
especially for young people. The rate 
of youth unemployment and underem-
ployment has increased in recent years: 
the current youth unemployment rate 
is more than double the general popu-
lation (15.3 percent compared to 7.4 
percent, seasonally adjusted). 

These challenges that young people 
face have been further exacerbated 
this year by the response to COVID-19. 
In June 2020, the unemployment rate 
for 15 to 24 year olds increased to 16.4 
percent (up from 12.1 percent in 2019). 
To prevent homelessness amongst the 
young and increase housing afforda-
bility, the authors of the report suggest 
increasing social security payments 
such as Youth Allowance and the 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance

The report lists a number of other 
key recommendations to combat youth 
homelessness. They include: develop-
ing a national homeless strategy with 
a special focus on youth homelessness; 
the creation of a national framework 
that places young people with lived 
experience of homelessness at the 
centre of design and implementation 
efforts so that services cater to their 
diverse needs and experiences; and 
replicating and funding early interven-
tion services that prevent young people 
becoming homeless before they reach 
crisis point.

“Ultimately, early intervention 
is key,” said Toomey, “and we urge 
governments to do everything it takes 
so that young people can avoid home-
lessness, or move quickly out of home-
lessness if it does occur. This report not 
only shines a light on the magnitude of 
youth homelessness here in Australia, 
but also gives us a clearer understand-
ing of how the experience of homeless-
ness unfairly chips away at these young 
people’s lives, their wellbeing, and 
their futures. We can and must take 
action to make real and lasting change 
and commit to ending youth homeless-
ness in our country.” 

Source: Staying Home: a Youth Survey report on 
young people’s experience of homelessness — 
Mission Australia. 
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In 2008, you could see tent villages 
and huts standing between trees in 

the parks of Helsinki. Homeless peo-
ple — with nowhere else to go — had 
built makeshift homes in the mid-
dle of Finland’s capital city, exposing 
them to harsh weather conditions.

Since the 1980s, Finnish govern-
ments have been trying desperately 
to reduce homelessness. In response, 
short-term shelters were built. 
However, there were too few emer-
gency shelters and the long-term 
homeless still found themselves left 
out in the cold. They couldn’t find 
jobs without a housing address. And 
without employment, they couldn’t 
find accommodation. It was a vicious 
circle in which homeless people found 
themselves trapped.

But in 2008, the Finnish govern-
ment introduced a new policy for the 
homeless called “Housing First”. Since 
then, the number of people affected 
by homelessness has fallen sharply. 
So much so, that today, Finland is the 
only EU country where the number of 
homeless people is declining. 

In Finland, it is NGOs such as the 
Y-Foundation that provide housing 
for people in need. The organisation 
takes care of the construction of the 
units, the purchase of the properties, 
and the renovation of existing flats. In 

addition, former emergency shelters 
have been converted into apartments 
in order to provide long-term housing. 

The Y-Foundation receives 
discounted loans from the state 
to buy the housing stock. It is also 
supported by the Finnish lottery and 
receives regular loans from banks. 
The NGO later uses the rental income 
to repay these loans. “We had to get 
rid of the night shelters and short-
term hostels,” says Juha Kaakinen, 
director of the Y-Foundation. “They 
had a very long history in Finland, 
and everyone could see they were not 
getting people out of homelessness. 
The old system wasn’t working; we 
needed radical change.” 

Housing First is indeed radical. It 
reverses the conventions of traditional 
homeless programs i.e. those affected 
are expected to look for a job and free 
themselves from their psychological 
problems or addictions before they 
can begin to receive help in finding 
accommodation. Housing First, on the 
other hand, provides homeless people 
with a unit without any preconditions. 
With Housing First, homeless people 
become tenants with a tenancy agree-
ment. They pay rent and operating 
costs. Social workers, who have offices 
in the residential buildings, provide 
counselling and help with financial 

issues such as applications for social 
benefits. 

The scheme doesn’t come cheap. In 
the past ten years, more than €270 
million has been spent on the Hous-
ing First program. However, as Kaak-
inen points out, this is far less than 
the cost of homelessness itself. When 
people are in emergency situations, 
they are likely to suffer assaults, inju-
ries, and breakdowns. This results 
in the police, healthcare and justice 
systems being called upon to step in 
to help — which all comes at a price. 
When the sums were done, Housing 
First was found to cost €15,000 less 
per year per homeless person than 
before.

And the outcomes are impressive: 
during the past decade, the Housing 
First policy has provided 4,600 new 
homes in Finland, with four out of 
five homeless people settling into 
their accommodation over the long-
term. While Housing First hasn’t 
quite solved homelessness completely 
— at the last count in 2017 there were 
still about 1,900 people living rough 
in Finland — the policy has freed-up 
enough places for people to stay in 
emergency shelters so that they at 
least don’t have to brave the inclem-
ent weather anymore.

Courtesy of Kontrast.at

SHELTER FOR  
ALL IN NEED

IN FINLAND, THE NUMBER OF 
HOMELESS PEOPLE HAS FALLEN 
SHARPLY. THE REASON? AS  
KATHRIN GLÖSEL EXPLAINS, IT’S 
BECAUSE THE COUNTRY HAS 
APPLIED A REVOLUTIONARY  
NEW HOUSING CONCEPT. 

HOMELESSNESS
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The thought hadn’t occurred to me 
before. It was only when the chap 

outside Woolies in Redfern asked for 
spare change that I realised that I rarely 
carried coins anymore. All I could offer 
the guy was a “Sorry, mate” as I passed 
him by. Ever since COVID hit, super-
markets and other businesses have en-
couraged us to forgo cash for tap ’n’ go. 
Even pre-pandemic, our use of physi-
cal currency was on the slide. A study 
commissioned by the Reserve Bank of 
Australia found that — since 2008 — 
ATM withdrawals have fallen almost 50 
percent. And a Commonwealth Bank 
study showed a 35 percent drop in cash 
withdrawals over the past year.

Meanwhile, chief executive of the 
Royal Australian Mint, Ross MacDiar-
mid, has reported “virtually no sales 
for coins since the start of the year”. By 
now, 15 million coins would have been 
produced. But as stores were forced to 
shutter up and people shopped online, 
demand from banks dried up. Speaking 
to the Guardian Australia, MacDiar-
mid added: “During COVID, what has 
unquestionably occurred is that people 
have stopped using currency entirely 
or reduced it significantly.” If the trend 
continues, the Mint will consider stop-
ping producing coins altogether. 

All this has fuelled speculation 
that COVID-19 will precipitate a shift 
towards a cash-free economy. One 
report — from Research and Markets 
— forecasts Australia could become 
cashless in as little as two years (the 
Commonwealth Bank gives it six). But 
a move toward a cash-free economy 
would prove devastating to the most 
vulnerable in society including the 
poor, the elderly, and the homeless. 

According to the last Census in 2016, 
Australia’s homeless population stood 
at 116,000. The Census also recorded 
a 35 percent increase of people sleep-
ing rough in NSW, making the state 
the homeless capital of Australia. For 
these people, a cashless system would 
make a difficult life even harder. “This 

is a real issue,” said Justine Humphry, 
a lecturer in digital cultures at the 
University of Sydney, “and a potential 
point of financial and social exclusion 
for people who are homeless.” 

It isn’t just Australia’s homeless 
affected by a lack of cash. It’s a world-
wide problem. And one that has led to 
some interesting solutions. In the UK, 
an Oxford University-backed initi-
ative supplies homeless people with 
barcodes to wear around their necks 
so that they’re able to accept mobile 
payments. Another UK project — called 
Greater Change — provides the home-
less with a QR code. Passers-by can 
then scan the code using their smart-
phone and make an online donation. 

In New York City, council member 

Ritchie Torres successfully pushed a 
bill to ban cashless stores. “I started 
coming across coffee shops and cafes 
that were exclusively cashless and 
I thought, ‘But what if I was a New 
Yorker who has no access to a card?’” 
said Torres. “I thought about it more 
and realised that even if a policy seems 
neutral, in theory, it can be exclusion-
ary in practice.” 

If Australia is to learn anything from 
how a cashless society would impact 
the vulnerable, it need only look at 
Sweden. Regarded as the most cashless 
society in the world, since the pandemic 
took hold, cash — at the behest of 
the banks — has all but disappeared 
in the Scandinavian nation. Indeed,  
85 percent of transactions in Sweden 
are now electronic. And while there are 
many benefits of going digital — such 
as speed and convenience — Sweden 

has discovered that a cashless economy 
comes with societal costs. 

Studies show Sweden’s hasty embrace 
of a cashless society has left marginal-
ised populations behind. Most notably, 
the homeless, immigrants, people 
with disabilities, and those living in 
rural regions. A UK report — called 
the Access to Cash Review — found 
that Sweden’s experience “outlines the 
dangers of sleepwalking into a cashless 
society” with millions of people poten-
tially ejected out of the economy. 

If Australia were to adopt the Swed-
ish model, the poorest in society — due 
to their inability to afford devices capa-
ble of making electronic payments — 
would find themselves, not only locked 
out of the economy, but excluded from 

accessing essential services. “I’ve 
found in my research,” said Humphry, 
“that essential services are increas-
ingly centred on and require access to 
smartphones — using mobile apps and 
text services for example.”

Should Australia go cashless, 
government needs to make sure 
that disadvantaged communities are 
protected and not precluded. Accord-
ing to the Access to Cash Review, “the 
consequences to society and individu-
als of not having a viable way of paying 
for goods and services are potentially 
severe”. But, “If we act now,” conclude 
the authors, “we can take steps to stop 
harm happening, and prepare for a 
world of lower cash, without societal 
and economic damage. If we take action 
now, we can shape a future which is 
both economically viable and in which 
no one gets left behind.”

“Sweden’s hasty embrace of a 
cashless society has left marginalised 
populations behind ... the homeless, 
immigrants, people with disabilities, 
and those living in rural regions” 

FACING FINANCIAL EXCLUSION
EVEN BEFORE THE PANDEMIC, CASH TRANSACTIONS IN AUSTRALIA WERE ON THE 
DECLINE. AS CHRISTOPHER KELLY REPORTS, POST-COVID, THERE ARE CONCERNS WE 
COULD BECOME A COMPLETELY CASHLESS SOCIETY.

HOMELESSNESS
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Two images of the post-pandemic city have emerged. One 
is the urbanist’s utopia of widened sidewalks, ample bike 

lanes, parking lots converted to green spaces and extended 
networks of pedestrianised boulevards. The other is a dystopia 
of empty streets and boarded-up shops, and masked citizens, 
scurrying quickly between their jobs and their homes. This is 
a city where theatres and museums are shuttered, where res-
taurants and cafés are closed down or sparsely populated with 
socially distanced diners, where there are no people milling 
on the streets, no children playing in playgrounds.

The post-coronavirus reality is likely to lie somewhere 
in between. There will be more bike lanes, but there will 
also be more driving due to the lingering fear of trains and 
transit. There will be fewer families but more young people. 
There will also be fewer luxury towers, less foreign wealth, 
less hyper-gentrification, and less sterility. Many existing 
shops and creative venues will close, but new ones will 
open. Artists, musicians, and creatives are incredibly resil-
ient; they will find their way back to urban areas drawn by 
lower rents, and they will apply their creativity and their 
sweat equity to revive them as they always have.

For the next year, maybe two, our streetscapes will have an 

THE  
POST-COVID  
REALITY
CORONAVIRUS HAS ALTERED THE LOOK AND FEEL OF CITIES 
GLOBALLY PROMPTING TALK OF SOCIETY EMERGING INTO A NEW 
NORMAL. BUT, AS RICHARD FLORIDA DISCUSSES, ONLY SOME OF 
THE CHANGES WILL REMAIN WHEN THE CRISIS IS OVER.

altered look and feel, some of which we 
are already experiencing. Mask wear-
ing may be the most visible change. 
Children will wear them as they walk 
to schools in which the classrooms 
have been reconfigured for physical 
distancing. Masks, visors, and facial 
protection will be integrated into the 
uniforms of postal workers and deliv-
ery people, grocery store clerks, police, 
firefighters, and security guards.

There will be less jostling on the 
streets, fewer random gatherings of 
people. Outdoor waiting lines will be 
ubiquitous, in front of grocery and 
retail stores, museums and cultural 
venues, and especially office buildings, 
whose occupants will have to wait to 
have their temperatures checked. 
There will be vacant storefronts and 
fewer restaurants and cafés. Those 
that survive will have fewer seats, as 

Above: May 03, 2020: 
Winter sun on empty 
Pitt Street Mall. 
COVID-19 Pandemic 
restriction. istock.
com.au
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districts will look and feel different. 
And many professional workers will go 
back to work in offices. Indeed, more 
than 40 percent of those currently 
working remotely will return to work 
fully on-site in offices, and another 20 
percent or so will work at an office at 
least half of the time, according to one 
recent survey. Some of the changes at 
work may be as simple as rearranging 
furniture or putting tape on floors to 
show people where to stand, or limiting 
entry to offices, shops, lobbies, and 
lifts to promote physical distancing. 
Some may be much more expensive 
and intrusive, like installing infrared 
sensors to monitor people’s tempera-
tures. Cramped open plan offices will 
be stretched out, with workstations 
spaced further apart, and more people 
working behind plexiglass divid-
ers or in actual offices. There will be 
substantial queues in office lobbies to 
avoid overcrowding in the lift.

Getting from place to place will be 
different, too. Fear of trains and public 
transit is likely to linger regardless 
of whether or not they can be made 
safer through a combination of mask-
wearing and social distancing. Streets 
and highways that were virtually empty 
during the lockdown will be ever more 
flooded with traffic as more commuters 
take to their cars. Trains and buses will 
be less crowded, both because many 
people will be afraid to use them, as 
well as due to design for social distanc-
ing. Lines and circles will be painted on 
their floors, indicating where to stand; 
turnstiles may be locked when stations 
become too crowded. In cities and 
some suburbs, people will walk or bike 
more to get around. Rush hour will feel 
different too, as companies will alter 
their schedules, with workers clocking 
in on different days and in staggered 
shifts, both to relieve traffic conges-
tion and to lessen crowding in lifts and 
office buildings.

WHAT MIGHT STICK
It is impossible to predict in advance 
which changes will stick, and how 
much and to what extent our cities 
and suburbs will ultimately change. 
Such ventures in futurism are always 
a fool’s game. But it is safe to say that 
the changes that will persist are those 
that make our cities safer, healthier, 
and more efficient. If history is any 

guide, the most enduring changes 
will likely be in the built form and 
infrastructure of cities, even as mask 
wearing and social distancing fade 
from our collective memory. In the 
wake of the Black Plague, Italian cities 
built their infamous pesthouses to 
quarantine the sick. To offset the threat 
of pestilence in the mid-17th century, 
London replaced many of its older 
wooden structures with brick, which 
was believed to be more impervious 
to disease-carrying vermin. Paris 
widened its boulevards and streets in 
the 19th century, in part to improve 
sanitation and health. 

In New York, battles with tuber-
culosis, cholera, and other infec-
tious diseases prompted massive 
investments in sewer and sanitation 
systems, the development of modern 
building codes mandating air shafts 
and courtyards, and the expansion 
of parks and green spaces, which 
were seen not just as places to relax 
but veritable cleaning machines that 
would help purify urban air and water. 
The minimalist, open-plan aesthetic 
of Modernism, with its use of more 
sterile materials like glass and steel, 
was shaped in part by the architectural 
requirements of hospitals and 
tuberculosis sanatoriums. Residen-
tial bathrooms were upgraded with 
hospital-inspired tiles and laboratory-
like faucets and fixtures to promote 
hygiene and cleanliness, and the first-
floor powder room was introduced in 
homes and apartments built during 
the Spanish Flu, so that visitors and 
workmen would have a place to wash 
their hands immediately upon entering 
and thus avoid carrying germs into the 
upstairs living quarters.

We are likely to see some analogous 
sorts of changes in our cities today. The 
crisis revealed how poorly so much of 
today’s urban infrastructure and open 
space is equipped to handle crowds 
and social distancing. Sidewalks are 
too narrow and too much space is 
handed over to parking and cars. As 
cities reopen and recover, their streets 
and avenues will be reconfigured with 
clearly-marked lanes for walking, 
biking, cars, buses, delivery, and ride-
share vehicles — something urbanists 
have long called for. Some roads may 
be turned into busways, allowing buses 

“For the next year, 
maybe two, our 
streetscapes will 

have an altered look 
and feel, some of 

which we are already 
experiencing. Mask 
wearing may be the 

most visible change”

their tables will have been designed 
for physical distancing. Drinks will be 
brought to the table, no more crowding 
around bars. The fitness studios that 
cropped up along so many urban streets 
will remain shuttered or be much less 
crowded than they were as they are 
rejiggered for social distancing. Large 
theatres and theatre districts will be 
silent for at least another year, maybe 
more. So will stadiums and arenas, 
as there will be no large concerts or 
sporting events. There may be a good 
deal less milling of college students 
and professors in the neighbourhoods 
surrounding urban universities should 
those colleges fail to reopen and have 
to rely on remote learning.

The way we work will change too, 
above and beyond the fact that more of 
us will do so from home. When we do 
return to work, offices and commercial > continued next page
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to run faster and more frequently. In 
cities located on water, ferry and water 
taxi services may be expanded.

Urban infrastructure today is more 
than just streets, tunnels, pipes, and 
tubes; it is ensconced with and enabled 
by advanced technology. The current 
pandemic will not only accelerate 
changes in the built environment, but 
in the use of surveillance technology to 
track and trace the virus. In Asian cities, 
temperature checks and sensors are 
routine in office buildings and airports. 
Smartphone apps alert those who have 
come in contact with infected people 
and allow public health agencies to 
track their movements. In April, Apple 
and Google announced a partnership to 
enable iPhone and Android phones 
to do the same things. It’s critical 
that governments put in place the 
required regulations and governance 
mechanisms that can effectively 
protect people’s privacy while ensuring 
better health and safety.

PULLING TOGETHER OR APART
While there is reason to hope that 
recent events will usher in a new era of 
civic-mindedness and pulling together, 
our society remains deeply polarised. 
There remains a deep class divide in how 
we work, with more affluent professional 
and knowledge workers able to work 
remotely and isolate safely at home, 
while less well-paid frontline service 
workers put themselves in harm’s way to 
serve them and suffered mortality rates 
that were many times higher. This class 
divide at work overlaps with race. And, 

or more that most experts predict, the 
changes will be relatively small. But 
if the pandemic comes back in larger 
waves over the next 12, 18 and 24 
months, or if the fiscal, economic, and 
social crises that have arisen alongside 
it deepen substantially, the changes 
will be longer-lasting, and some may be 
permanent.

HOW TO BUILD A MORE 
RESILIENT CITY
Cities will need to pandemic-proof key 
infrastructure, like airports, train, and 
transit stations, convention centres, 
stadiums, arenas, shopping malls, 
office buildings, universities, and 
more. If street life and commerce are 
to return in some reasonable level and 
form, small businesses, restaurants, 
and arts and cultural institutions and 
their workers will not only need exten-
sive financial support, they will need 
significant technical support and advice 
on how to redesign and reconfigure for 
health and safety, as well as financial 
support to stay afloat. 

Even more so, cities will need to 
develop long-term recovery plans to 
ensure that they can rebuild in ways 
that are more inclusive, equitable, 
and just. This will require signifi-
cant strategies and investments to 
reduce inequality, combat racial and 
economic segregation, shift fund-
ing from police to community-based 
organisations, develop more affordable 
housing, provide greater economic and 
social opportunity, and strengthen 
less advantaged neighbourhoods and 
communities. We would like to believe 
that the fallout from the pandemic will 
serve the better angels of our nature, 
catalysing us into a more just and more 
inclusive society. But no such change is 
guaranteed.

My biggest worry though is that, 
as the immediate threat of today’s 
crises fade, the current momentum 
for change that feels so compelling 
and imminent will also dissipate, and 
we will gradually slide back to the way 
we were before. The 1918 Spanish Flu 
is often referred to as the “forgot-
ten” pandemic. Let’s hope that this 
time we can learn from the trauma that 
is all around us, and that it pushes us to 
rebuild along more inclusive, just, and 
resilient lines. 

May 03, 2020: Empty Circular Quay with 
Sydney Harbour Bridge.  istock.com.au

the poor and minorities have been hit 
hardest by the economic fallout from the 
pandemic. 

Even before the pandemic, our daily 
life experiences were dividing us into 
two societies, with private schools, 
luxury sky boxes, first-class treat-
ment, and express “Lexus lanes” for 
the rich, and under-funded public 
schools, long lines and hard bleacher 
seats for everyone else. The crises will 
serve to magnify these divides in how 
we go about our daily life. A world in 
which social distancing is required 
for a prolonged period means that the 
costs of going out to a nice restaurant or 
to a movie theatre, concert, or play will 
likely go up simply as a result of reduced 
seating. While the rich can secure 
personalised services, hiring chefs to 
cater their parties and commission-
ing private concerts in their homes, 
the less advantaged will be effectively 
shut out of any such pleasures. In some 
affluent urban districts, buildings will 
be patrolled by private security forces 
and increased guard labour, another 
trend that was on the upswing before 
the current crises.

Ultimately, the virus itself will deter-
mine both the timeline of our recov-
ery and the shape that our cities and 
society take on in its wake. Many if not 
most of these changes in the look and 
feel of our cities and in the rhythms of 
our daily life will fade over time, just as 
they did after the Spanish Flu. If robust 
anti-viral treatments are developed and 
rolled out relatively quickly; if a vaccine 
becomes available faster than the year 
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We can expect to see lots of 
changes when we finally emerge 

into the post-pandemic world: from 
a favourite café that didn’t survive 
the shutdown to greetings between 
friends that now consist of a nod or 
a wave, rather than an effusive hug.

Practical activities like driving 
a car or catching a train may feel 
strange, and for many of us, the 
desire to pick up old hobbies and 
habits — a drink at the pub, a dinner 
party with friends and family — 
might be tinged with concern about 
whether it’s really wise to socialise in 
close contact with others.

But for some people, the changes 
might be deeper. The unexpected 
nature of the pandemic and its sudden 
and intrusive arrival in our lives will 
leave some of us questioning whether 
the world is still a safe place. “The 

world might actually be a different 
place when we get out of this,” says 
Professor Vijaya Manicavasagar, a 
senior clinical psychologist at the 
Black Dog Institute. “The fact that 
we’ve had a pandemic in our lifetime, 
for a lot of people that would shake 
their beliefs in the world, the stabil-
ity of the world, that nothing bad can 
happen — it’s a shock.”

For those who have lost income 
or jobs, there are also practical 
concerns to grapple with — finding 
work, meeting financial commit-
ments, applying for Centrelink bene-
fits or negotiating with landlords and 
banks to manage rent, mortgages 
and credit card payments. With 
predictions of up to 1.4 million job 
losses by the end of the year, these 
financial pressures will be front and 
centre of many Australians’ lives for 

the foreseeable future and could have 
a significant impact on their mental 
health.

“A lot of things that people are 
going to be worrying about [will be 
economic issues] — their future, 
their career, their training. There are 
some very practical pressures that are 
going to drive some of this anxiety — 
it’s not all just about reintegrating 
into society,” Manicavasagar says.

The good news is that, if research 
tells us anything, it’s that shared 
experiences of stress can actually 
bring communities together in ways 
we may not have experienced prior 
to COVID-19. “When you read the 
academic literature on natural disas-
ters, as horrible as they are, [in the 
aftermath] people help each other 
and there’s often a sense of shared 
humanity,” Manicavasagar says. 

ADJUSTING 
TO THE NEW 
NORMAL
EVEN THOUGH MANY OF US DREAM 
ABOUT THE DAY THAT LIFE FINALLY 
RETURNS TO PRE-PANDEMIC NORMS, 
THAT RE-ENTRY INTO THE REAL WORLD 
MIGHT NOT BE ALL SMOOTH SAILING.

TIPS FOR EASING BACK INTO NORMAL LIFE:
• Take it slowly — simple things like doing the grocery 

shopping, driving a car or spending time with friends 
might feel strange. Take note of how you feel and 
consider speaking to your GP if feelings of anxiety 
persist or worsen.

• Rebuild your relationships — it’s been a while since 
you’ve physically seen your friends and family members 
— and remember, they’ve changed as much as you have. 
Spend some time together processing the experience, 
rebuilding bonds and supporting one another as you 
move into the next phase of your relationship.

• Look for opportunities — the federal government 
is offering heavily subsidised undergraduate and 
postgraduate certificate courses for people who have 
been financially displaced by COVID-19. If you’re looking 
to enhance your current skillset or to retrain in a new 
field, a new qualification could help you move forward.

• Seek help early — everyone reacts differently to change. 

Feelings of anxiety, difficult sleeping, changes to your 
appetite, irritability and bouts of crying are all signs you 
may need some extra support. Speak to your GP or visit 
blackdoginstitute.org.au for mental health advice and 
resources.

• Reflect on your experience — rather than focusing on 
going ‘back’ to your old life, take some time to think 
about whether living through the pandemic could help 
you make positive changes going forward. Have you 
realised you want to work less, exercise more, make 
more effort to spend time with friends and family? Make 
a list of new habits you’d like to embrace and start 
implementing them one by one.

• Remember the advice — wash your hands regularly, 
keep a safe distance from others and keep up with the 
rules as they change so you know what you can and 
cannot do. 

Courtesy of the Black Dog Institute

COVID-19
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A LOSS OF PLACE
THE SOCIAL HOUSING RESIDENTS OF THE WATERLOO 
ESTATE HAVE BEEN PROMISED THAT THEY WILL BE 
REHOUSED ONCE IT IS REDEVELOPED. BUT, AS  
LAURA WYNNE AND DALLAS ROGERS DISCUSS, AN 
ABSENCE OF PHYSICAL RELOCATION DOES NOT  
EQUATE TO AN ABSENCE OF DISPLACEMENT.

Waterloo has a long history of dis-
placement and upheaval. The 

area is home to the Aboriginal people 
of the Gadigal clan of the Eora Nation. 
The Gadi clan — whose land stretched 
from Burrawurra (Sydney Harbour’s 
South Head) west to Blackwattle Creek 
— maintained the land  through burn-
ings and the maintenance of paths 
throughout their country. 

After the European invasion and the 
displacement of the Gadigal people 
from their land, Boxley’s Clear — 
as Redfern was known in the early 
1800s — continued to have impor-
tance as a meeting point for dispersed 
members of the Gadigal people and of 
their neighbouring clans. Eventually, 
however, European settlers became 
intolerant of their presence and the 
Gadigal were moved on to Waterloo, 
Alexandria, and beyond. Aboriginal 
connection with Waterloo did not 
cease with  European settlement, and 
an Aboriginal community continues 
to live and work in the area. Waterloo 
and Redfern remain a centre of major 
cultural and political significance to 
the Aboriginal community. 

In the 1930s, governments were 
lobbied by town planning activists and 
social reformers to implement slum 
clearance measures. The overcrowded, 
poorly maintained, and inadequate 
housing of the inner city was thought 
to be a threat to both moral and sani-
tary hygiene, and thus was determined 
to require demolition and rebuilding. 
Many residents were displaced farther 
west to suburban Sydney, and many 

were never given the opportunity to 
return to their former neighbourhood.

The NSW government continued 
redeveloping land around Redfern-Wa-
terloo until the 1970s, by which time a 
large public housing estate comprising 
both low- and high-rise apartment 
buildings had been constructed. It is 
these homes — 2,200 public housing 
dwellings — that are now subject to a 
redevelopment project. 

The project is framed by the govern-
ment as an “exciting” opportunity to 
build a “dynamic new community”. 
The government labels the project a 
“revitalisation project”, and invokes 
an idea of the public interest to justify 
the redevelopment, arguing that value 
capture from the new private devel-
opments on site will allow a boost in 
affordable housing supply. Residents 
have been promised that they will 
not be forced to leave the estate in 
the long term and that all who wish 
to be will eventually be rehoused on 
site, although some may need to be 
temporarily relocated throughout the 
development process.

Some residents of Waterloo reported 
that the prospect of moving within 
their neighbourhood — from their 
existing apartment or building to a 
new or different one — was felt by 
them to be a form of displacement. 
When told that tenants “will not be 
made homeless” by the redevelop-
ment, Catriona, a long-term resident, 
responded: “Yes, but we don’t know 
where [home] is going to be.” For Catri-
ona, a move within her neighbourhood 
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would be experienced as loss of home 
— despite not being made homeless. 
When a government representative told 
residents that “no one will need to leave 
the estate”, another resident responded, 
“Yes, but the area will be completely 
different.” One resident, Robert, felt 
that, “The moment the first building is 
knocked down, this community will be 
non-existent anymore.” 

The Waterloo estate will undergo 
substantial alteration as buildings 
are demolished and new structures 
are built. This transformation is 
not inconsequential for the incum-
bent residents, whose attachment to 
this place is at least in part linked to 
its symbolic significance as a place 
designed specifically to shelter those 
in society most in need. Catriona notes 
that, “Matavai and Turanga [towers] 
are models of their kind, they embody 
a vision for society; we might lose 
their legacy [if they are demolished].” 
The symbolism of these buildings 
— purpose-built in a time of more 
government support for the poor and 
disadvantaged in the interest of social 
citizenship — is important for resi-
dents, many of whom feel connected, 
not just to the buildings, but to what 
they represent.

Residents’ responses to the whole-
sale transformation of the estate point 
to an experience of loss of place despite 
staying put. The area within the 
boundaries of the estate is expected 
to house around 10,000 people when 
the redevelopment is finalised — a 
significant increase on the current 
population of roughly 4,400 people. 
Enormous spatial upheaval will be 
required to transform the site, likely 
rendering the area unrecognisable. 
Residents fear that they will find 
themselves out of place in the newly 
developed space — despite remaining 
physically in place.

The government’s initial indica-
tion for the completion of the rede-
velopment was 15–20 years. Initially, 
thanks to unclear wording around 
a “right to return”, residents were 
given the impression they might have 
to move away for the duration of the 
redevelopment. Further, the initial 
letter received by residents from the 
Department of Family and Commu-

nity Services (now renamed Depart-
ment of Communities and Justice) 
indicated that relocations of tenants 
would begin in mid-2017. No plans for 
relocation have yet been shared with 
tenants, indicating that — at the time 
of writing in 2020 — the residents are 
still some way from having certainty 
around relocation timeframes.

The long timeframe may mean that 
many residents will never see the end 
of the redevelopment. Bill, an older 
tenant representative, is concerned 
that, “If older people have to move 
from the estate they will never come 
back.” The long timeframes do not fit 
with people’s ability to imagine and 
understand their own lives, leading to 
a great deal of uncertainty and anxiety, 
particularly among older residents who 
fear they will live their final decades 
in uncertain circumstances. Further, 
these long timeframes represent ongo-
ing, protracted struggles that may 
cause chronic urban trauma, a slow 
violence inflicted over the long term.

Timeline uncertainty is a key prob-
lem in this experience of displacement 
for residents and there are several 
facets to this temporal uncertainty: 
there is a lack of clarity about when 
relocations will start and when the 
redevelopment will be finished. 
Temporal uncertainty appears to add 
to the experience of alienation from 
place — attachments are, in a way, put 
on hold, and residents appear afraid to 
act in certain ways because of uncer-
tainty over the duration of their stay.  

Valerie, a tenant representative, 
talks about the impact of the uncer-
tainty on the residents: “I’ve got 
people coming up to me asking if they 
should paint their apartment, but they 
don’t know how long they’re going to 
be here for. People have so many ques-
tions. I don’t have the answers. People 
just want to know how long they’ll 
be here for. It’s very hard, facing this 
and not knowing when you’ll need to 
move.” Residents feel an inability to 
plan for the maintenance and upkeep 
of their homes. They remain unsure 
about whether to invest energy, time, 
and emotional resources into main-
taining home places and their rela-
tionship to them.

> continued next page
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WATERLOO REDEVELOPMENT

There are also concerns among resi-
dents about the post-redevelopment 
situation, including the formation 
of new community and social ties. 
Incumbent residents are concerned 
that newcomers will not have the 
same long-term commitments to 
place that they have. Corinne says of 
these newcomers: “They’ll all be rich 
international students; the students 
will never be part of the community — 
they’re temporary.” 

The estate renewal policies being 
implemented across NSW involve 
explicit plans to improve social mix, 
creating “new mixed communities” 
through bringing more professionals 
and middle-class families to the area. 
The government has indicated its inten-
tion to secure a 70:30 ratio of private to 
social housing on the estate, indicating 
that social housing residents will be 
greatly outnumbered on the new estate 
and that a large number of newcom-
ers is likely. Wholesale sociocultural 
upheaval is not, then, an unintended 
side-effect but rather the very point of 
the estate redevelopment at Waterloo. 

A particular concern exists among 
the local Aboriginal community for 
the loss or fragmentation of their 
community. The local Aboriginal 
community has undergone several 
successive displacements from the 
Redfern-Waterloo area. This ongoing 
pattern of displacements might best be 
described as serial displacement and it 
is certainly a product of the Australian 
manifestation of racial capitalism. 

Contemporary urban housing strug-
gles are understood by many Aborigi-
nal community members as an ongoing 
pattern of upheaval and displacement, 
colonisation and dispossession.

The redevelopment is understood 
by the local Aboriginal commu-
nity as another step in the system-
atic dispossession of their land and 
violence against their people: “They 
[the government] are subsuming our 
community, this is ethnic cleans-
ing,” said Cathy. “They’re bringing 
the ethnic cleansing down here [to 
Waterloo]”. There exists a concern 
that the large influx of new residents 
will provide a means to transform the 
local Aboriginal community into a tiny 
minority with little voice or influence: 
“At this rate, students will outnumber 
community members,” said Cathy. 

“When I moved to Redfern in the 
1970s there were 40,000 [Aboriginal] 
community members here, now there 
are 200 of us left.” 

Residents of public housing estates 
are often engaged in a “shared project 
of living” — a common experience of 
“getting by” — that would be disrupted 
if the residents were relocated to 
dispersed housing units across the city. 
Residents of Waterloo have expressed 
concern that the new households — 
who will be owner-occupiers or private 
rental tenants — will not become part 
of the Waterloo community. Concerns 
abound regarding whether main-
tenance of their community will be 
possible once residents are living in a 
“new mixed community”.

Cathy notes that people have grown 
accustomed to living in the Waterloo 
community, and that the community 
is very tolerant of its members: “This 
is a unique place, there’s nowhere 
else like this. We live together quite 
harmoniously compared to other 
places.” Incumbent residents are 
concerned that new members of the 
community might look down on social 
housing residents or might be intol-
erant of their behaviour, making it 
difficult for residents to continue their 
cultural and social practices. 

Residents see the neighbourhood 
change as a sign that they, being poor 
and disadvantaged, are the subject 
of a policy that aims to minimise 

their presence in the neighbourhood 
through dilution — such that in addi-
tion to claims of “ethnic cleansing”, 
they feel the redevelopment is an 
attempt to reduce them to a minority 
or remove them from the area alto-
gether. In the minds of residents such 
as Hannah, this is experienced as an 
assault on their community identity: 
“[This redevelopment is] slum clear-
ance — we’re to be cleansed by living 
next to yuppies.”

Residents are also concerned about 
the economic transformation of the 
area, including a shift in the types of 
local businesses in the area. Changes 
in businesses will likely have implica-
tions for the affordability of the area 
as well as the distance residents will 
have to travel to access key services — 
in particular free or affordable medical 
care, mental healthcare, and phar-
maceuticals. In Waterloo, as Corinne 
notes, “Services are targeted to areas 
on the basis of high need, but Waterloo 
won’t be ‘high needs’ any more after 
the redevelopment, so the funding 
will go elsewhere, and we won’t have 
the services we need.” 

The experience of residents in 
Waterloo should serve as a reminder 
to urban scholars examining urban-
isation and renewal processes to 
incorporate a nuanced understand-
ing of time, space, and place as we 
consider eviction and displacement in 
the global city. An absence of physical 
relocation  from a neighbourhood does 
not equate to an absence of displace-
ment. We need to think about how the 
people of our cities — and especially 
the most vulnerable in our cities — 
will or will not adapt to this change. 
Indeed, some of the most vulnerable 
in our cities may not have the skills, 
knowledge, capacities, or resources to 
adapt. Should we simply leave them 
to the highly classed and racialised, 
neoliberal forces of the city? Or do we 
need to create a new structural context 
within which every member of our 
communities can deal with the trans-
formation of our cities?

Laura Wynne is a senior research consultant at 
the Institute for Sustainable Futures, University 
of Technology Sydney; Dallas Rogers is a senior 
lecturer at the University of Sydney.  This is an 
edited extract from a paper entitled Emplaced 
Displacement and Public Housing Redevelop-
ment: From Physical Displacement to Social, 
Cultural, and Economic Replacement.

“The local Aboriginal 
community has 

undergone several 
successive displacements 

from the Redfern-
Waterloo area. This 
ongoing pattern of 

displacements might 
best be described as 

serial displacement and 
it is certainly a product 

of the Australian 
manifestation of racial 

capitalism” 
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HOUSING

“Here is very good.  
I know so many people.  

I give people a  
smiley face —  

‘hello!’” 

> continued next page

GERARD VIRGONA, 55,  
MARTON BUILDING
Gerard enjoys a sweeping vista of Sydney 
from his apartment, but he’s not one to 
be preoccupied by it. “I’m not really that 
into the view. When you first move in 
it’s OK and then it’s just the same.” He 
hopes the redevelopment improves the 
estate’s homes. “Considering what’s 
been happening with defects in tall 
buildings lately, I’m a bit dubious of the 
redevelopment, but I don’t mind. Once 
you’re behind your four walls, what 
does it matter?”

CATHERINE SKIPPER, 83,  
MATAVAI BUILDING
Sun streams through the window of 
Catherine’s apartment, where classical 
literature lines the bookshelves and 
artworks dot the walls. “It’s beautiful 
isn’t it,” she says of the morning light. 
Catherine, a former teacher, was nerv-
ous to move into the estate a decade ago. 
“People said to me, ‘Waterloo — that’s 
a terrible place’. But after being here a 
week or so I realised it’s a lovely place 
and I was very lucky to be living here.”

KARYN BROWN, 58,  
MADDEN PLACE APARTMENT
Karyn likes the company and security of 
living in the inner city. She’s lived 
in Waterloo for 29 years. “There’s 
this idea people live here because 
they were told to live here and if 
you tell them to live somewhere 
else that will be OK. People live 
here because they want to. I don’t 
know where I’ll move yet, so that’s 
a little bit frightening. It’s quite 
hard to deal with, it’s hard to plan 
anything.”

‘WHERE ARE THEY 
GOING TO GO?’ 
THE HUMAN STORIES BEHIND THE WATERLOO ESTATE. 

LINDA MONTANA, 47,  
MARTON BUILDING
Linda’s unit is a frenzy of animal print 
furniture and indoor plants. “I’ve always 
loved that jungle vibe. This is a place of 
sanctuary, even though people say, ‘Oh, 
it’s public housing’. It’s what you make 
it.” Linda, who is transgender, fears the 
redevelopment will destroy a sense of 
community. She otherwise feels aloof 
about it. “I’m just on my own so I can 
just bring my plants with me wherever.”

ANNA LAI, 80, MARTON BUILDING
Anna has lived in Waterloo for 23 years 
after moving to Australia from Taiwan. 
“When I came here there were no 
people, no Chinese — only me.” Anna 
doesn’t want to leave. “Here is very 
good. I know so many people. I give 
people a smiley face — ‘hello!’ Some 
people here are not good. Sometimes 
people knock on my door at night — 
noisy! People can’t move from here. You 
move away — sad. I die here.”
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HOUSING

ANNA KOVIC, 83,  
DANIEL SOLANDER BUILDING
Anna Kovic stares at the towering fig tree beside her 
balcony, where she feeds rainbow lorikeets. “The tree 
outside used to be my size when I moved here and now 
it is very huge. Anna moved to Australia from Croa-
tia in 1960. She was the fifth tenant to move into her 
block with her son in 1972. “Now they’re threatening 
us they will pull this building down. They can take my 
body out — I won’t leave.”

MAGGIE PIUK, 82, MARTON BUILDING
Maggie cried when she moved from Bondi Junction to 
Waterloo in 1976. “It was very sad for me. We didn’t 
know anybody. I liked living in the eastern suburbs. 
But now I wouldn’t give you thruppence for it because 
it is just so beautiful in this area.” Maggie, who was 
born in Wales, lives with her son. Her husband, Vlady, 
died in 2001. “People say, ‘Aren’t you frightened to go 
out?’  And I think it’s just rubbish because I’ve only 
ever known kindness from anybody.”

BETTY CHAN, 40,  
DANIEL SOLANDER BUILDING
Betty was warned Waterloo would be dangerous when 
she moved to the estate seven years ago. She says it’s 
a mix of good and bad. “My neighbour was an elderly 
Russian lady and she said, ‘I’ll be your security, I’ll 
look out for you’. When my friends came to visit from 
America, they called it the Novotel. They don’t see it 
as public housing.” Betty grows fruit, vegetables and 
herbs in her lot at the community garden.

DARLENE CRUMP, 64, JAMES COOK BUILDING 
Darlene was wary of moving to the city from Moree. 
She needn’t have worried. “It’s probably one of the 
best things I’ve done. I knew nobody, but surpris-
ingly there were a lot of Moree people here.” A friend 
warned she would be living in “the roughest part of 
Sydney”. “I suppose being a [Wiradjuri] elder people 
tend to back off.” Darlene thinks the redevelopment 
could be positive. “As long as they give me a place to 
live I don’t care what they do.”

ONTEE L’MONT-BROWN, 72,  
MARTON BUILDING
When Manhattan-born Ontee first moved to Australia 
and began a job as an accountant, he’d never set foot 
in the country before. “The things I heard were very 
positive.” Ontee later got laid off from his job and 
spent two years living rough. He moved to the estate 
in 2002. “I feel safe. The people are basically friendly. 
I made a lot of friends.” He says plans for the redevel-
opment are going slowly but “it’s not a main problem”.  

ANNA NORTH, 59,  
WELLINGTON STREET WALK-UP
Anna’s apartment is the most stable home she’s had 
since she was a child, when she lived in Moscow, Paris 
and Canberra. Anna moved from Potts Point five years 

ago after “a pretty erratic working life wanting to be 
an actor” and the loss of a job she loved. “I don’t think 
I’m going to come back because it won’t be what I know 
and what I love and what I felt was like a sanctuary for 
me.”   

FELIX SCERRI, 66, MATAVAI TOWER
Felix has lived all over Sydney but never experienced 
the sense of community he found in Waterloo. “People 
put us down because we’re Redfern-Waterloo, but it’s 
the best place I’ve ever lived. We might end up with 
better flats and all that if they redevelop, that’s only 
secondary. It’s the community that’s being broken 
up.” Felix would like to move back after the redevel-
opment — “if I’m still around”. 

LOUISE VIRGONA, 57, MCEVOY STREET BLOCK
Street violence and riots — that’s what Louise expected 
when she moved to the estate five years ago. It’s more 
peaceful than I thought it would be. I thought it would 
be a lot more violent.” Louise would like to live in a 
new building. “I don’t know when the move will be. It 
worries me a bit because of where I might be moved to. 
It should be good to have new buildings for people.”

GRANT DONOHUE, 54, MARTON BUILDING
The plan to force residents out of Waterloo reminds 
Grant of public housing tenants being shifted from 
habourside properties at Millers Point and The Rocks. 
“The way the government did it was very confusing, 
there was a lack of detail. I’m cynical about the over-
all motives of the redevelopment. I understand why 
they’re doing it, but I can see a lot of outside pressure 
from the developers to get their hands on some of this 
land.”

OLIVIA BRIGHT, 66,  
DANIEL SOLANDER BUILDING
“Hello over there, what’s your name?” Former showgirl 
Olivia is resplendent in a red lace gown as she reclines, 
cigarette in hand, on her cheetah print lounge. “I’m 
Bette, Bette Davies. Buckle up, baby. It’s going to be 
a bumpy ride,” Olivia roars with a throaty cackle, 
throwing her head back and puffing smoke rings into 
the air. Olivia, a proud transgender Wiradjuri woman, 
says Waterloo is home. “I was hoping when I leave, it’ll 
be in a body bag, because I’ll die here.” 

PHILIP GRANDFIELD, 73,  
JOSEPH BANKS BUILDING
Philip had comfortably retired in Indonesia when he 
poured his savings into an investment syndicate run by 
a man he’d known for years. “He claimed God told him 
he needed the money more than we did, so he took the 
lot.” Philip returned to Australia broke. But it meant 
doctors picked up a melanoma. “Better alive and poor 
than rich and dead.” He says the redevelopment will 
improve the area. “I don’t see any drawbacks.”

Courtesy of The Sydney Morning Herald
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Every kilometre walked or cycled has an economic bene-
fit by reducing traffic congestion and vehicle operating 

costs, improving health and the environment, and saving on 
infrastructure spending. It’s estimated every dollar invested 
in cycling infrastructure may reap up to five dollars’ worth 
of benefits. In Australia, however, walking and cycling only 
receive between 0.1 percent and 2 percent of transport budg-
ets. A sustained lack of investment is one reason only 5 per-
cent of trips to work in Australia are by foot or bicycle. Yet 
the majority of city journeys are short enough to walk or cy-
cle for most people.

With people now shunning public transport, our roads 
are becoming even more congested. In a win-win scenario, 
walk-friendly and bike-friendly design can improve driving 
conditions because fewer vehicles clog the roads. So instead 
of just building roads, is now not the time also to invest 
in proper walking and cycling infrastructure?

Road building is typically depoliticised and so is widely seen 
as a legitimate way to stimulate economic growth. But 
simply building more roads may not reduce traffic or speed 
up journey times in the long term. Road building leads to 
more traffic through induced car use and car dependence. If 
the default option for short journeys is driving, congestion 
ultimately gets worse as the population grows.

Australians make three-quarters of all trips to work by 
car. Most have no passengers. Yet more than half of car 
journeys in cities are shorter than 5km. These trips would 
be well-suited to walking and cycling. Safe and entic-
ing walkable streets and cycling paths are key to induc-
ing this swap. Australia has already committed billions 
of dollars to road-building projects as well as community 
infrastructure to “grow out of the COVID-19 recession”. 
Ultimately, though, if we want less traffic, we need to invest 
more of this money in walkable streetscapes and safe sepa-
rated bike paths. This investment will increase walking and 
cycling, leading to the many benefits that flow from these 
behaviours. And enticing people out of their comfy cars for 
short journeys will result in fewer trips by car.

Comparing Australian budgets to other countries’ invest-
ment in active transport modes, we’re not doing well. 
Budgets would have to increase at least tenfold to achieve 
the United Nations recommendation that 20 percent of the 
transport budget be invested in “non-motorised trans-
port”. And many countries have moved rapidly to commit 
major investments to cycling and walking since COVID-19. 
For example, Ireland recently committed billions of euros to 

walking and cycling infrastructure — equivalent to 20 
percent of its transport budget. Considering our lack of 
investment, it’s easy to see why Australia is car dependent. 
This is despite Australia having both great weather and wide 
roads to accommodate increased space for cycling and walk-
ing.

Many Australians, for reasons of disadvantage, disabil-
ity, or age, may not have access to a car. The typical cost 
of owning a car is $300 per week. Increasing spending on 
walking and cycling infrastructure will therefore improve 
equity by helping low-income earners and others who need 
inexpensive mobility.

Poor active transport infrastructure disproportion-
ately disadvantages women. They cycle less than men and 
report a need for the safety of separated cycleways among 
other infrastructure. Poor infrastructure also limits chil-
dren, older adults and people living with a disability from 
accessing the services they need. Many older Australians 
depend on public transport and on the quality of the walking 
environment around their homes and their most common 
destinations.

On average, three people a day die on Australian roads. 
Fewer car trips would help reduce the road toll. Similarly, 
increased investments in separated spaces for cycling and 
walking, as well as lower speeds on local streets, will reduce 
collisions between cars and bikes, as well as pedestrian-mo-
torist conflicts.

COVID-19 has led to a boom in bicycle sales, reduced speed 
limits, wider footpaths, pop-up bicycle lanes, increased 
walking and new cyclists. We should “grow out of the COVID-
19 recession” by building back better through investment to 
sustain this increase in walking and cycling. 

While Australia’s cities have invested in walking and 
cycling during the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s less than 
some other countries have invested. For example, Paris 
has accelerated the installation of 650km of cycleways by 
removing 72 percent of its on-street parking. Scotland is 
proposing to “Walk Back Better” from COVID-19. It is good 
to see investment in Australian cities increasing. But now is 
the time to help kick-start our COVID-19 recovery by invest-
ing more in walking and cycling, and to reap the many bene-
fits for the Australian community.

About the authors: Matthew Mclaughlin is a PhD candidate, School of 
Medicine and Public Health, University of Newcastle; Trevor Shilton is 
adjunct professor, School of Public Health, Curtin University. Courtesy of 
The Conversation

BUILDING ROADS FOR CARS IS OFTEN SEEN AS 
THE ANSWER TO KICK-STARTING THE ECONOMY. 
BUT, AS MATTHEW MCLAUGHLIN AND TREVOR 
SHILTON EXPLAIN, CYCLING AND WALKING 
INFRASTRUCTURE IS A BETTER INVESTMENT. 

CYCLING TOWARD  
A COVID RECOVERY

INFRASTRUCTURE



COMMUNITY

Vertical living has long been on 
the rise in inner Sydney. You only 

have to look around at the skyscape to 
see that the only way is up. And while 
there are real benefits to high-density 
housing: greater access to recreation-
al and community facilities; shorter, 
more environmentally friendly com-
mutes; being closer to friends and 
family — there are also downsides, 
such as a sparsity of green space. Is 
it any wonder, then, that interest in 
community gardens is blooming? 

Since adopting its community 
gardening policy ten years ago, the 
City of Sydney has established eight 
new gardens across the local govern-
ment area, taking the total to 23 — an 
outcome that clearly delights Sydney 
lord mayor, Clover Moore. “It is fantas-
tic that local residents are embracing 
sustainable living in the heart of the 
city and sharing the experience with 
others. Our city’s community gardens 
are a great way for people to work 
together to green our city and grow 
their own produce.” 

One such garden — St Helen’s 
Community Garden — has been estab-
lished in Glebe, where 620 square 
metres of dead land has been converted 
into 25 individual plots where locals 
can harvest organic fruit and veg. To 
minimise the environmental impact of 
the garden’s upkeep, rainwater tanks, a 
worm farm, and several compost bins 
have been installed. Local resident Jan 
Macindoe said the garden gives people 
the chance to “experience the taste 
of newly picked vegetables, get their 
hands dirty, and learn a new skill”. 

And it’s not just the City of Sydney 
that’s promoting the concept of 
community gardening. “A lot of coun-
cils, especially in the Inner West, have 
a community garden policy now,” said 
Professor Linda Corkery from the Built 
Environment faculty at UNSW Sydney. 
The rising popularity of community 

gardening stems from “a real interest 
in sustainability and healthy living, 
eating clean, and knowing where your 
food is coming from”. 

Whilst community gardens have 
existed before — in times of war and 
depression — the first Australian 
community garden of recent times was 
established in the Melbourne suburb of 
Nunawading in 1977. The first in Sydney 
appeared in Rozelle in 1986. Today, 
there are more than 600 community 
gardens across Australia. For people 
living in high-rises, ready access to 
green space is especially important 
on several levels. First, there’s the 
physical aspect. Gardening is good for 
your health: you’re using your muscles, 
stretching your limbs, burning calories, 
promoting bone density, enhancing 
flexibility and balance, and lowering 
blood pressure. In short: it’s a workout. 

Toiling the land can also elevate a 
person’s mindset. Nurturing a garden 
gives people a sense of satisfaction, 
which is associated with greater self- 
esteem and decreased levels of anger. 
Then there’s that sense of accomplish-
ment that comes from eating and shar-
ing food you’ve produced from scratch 
yourself. “I think there’s a connection 
between the earth and growing and 
wellbeing — all of those things,” said 
Professor Corkery. 

Numerous studies back this up: 
gardening has been found to reduce 
stress and improve mood; it contrib-
utes to better sleep and heightens 
imagination and creativity. Mental 
health experts say gardening can be as 
effective as antidepressants in treat-
ing mild-to-moderate depression and 
anxiety. Indeed, an increasing number 
of GPs view gardening as horticultural 
therapy and prescribe the activity as an 
alternative treatment for mental health. 

Having conducted a series of land-
mark studies on how green space can 
impact health outcomes, Associate 

A GROWING 
MOVEMENT
COMMUNITY GARDENS ARE FLOURISHING IN 
AUSTRALIA. AS CHRISTOPHER KELLY REPORTS, NOT 
ONLY DO THEY GREEN URBAN SPACES, THEY ALSO 
CULTIVATE CONNECTED COMMUNITIES. 
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the only common ground where Waterloo residents from 
different backgrounds have worked together as a cohesive 
community. By spending regular time working in the gardens 
with other residents, relationships and bonds slowly start to 
form and connect them into a community.” As the plants 
grew, so did friendships. 

Furthermore, the gardens instilled a sense of ownership. 
Tenants working in the gardens were offered full autonomy, 
“which can be hard to come by in a disadvantaged, public 
housing context like the Waterloo estate”. Tenants can choose 
what to plant, decide how it is taken care of, and are able to 
reap the rewards of their green-fingered efforts. “This sense 
of ownership can allow people in a socially marginalised 
situation to feel success, experience being part of a greater 
shared endeavour, and become closely connected to a place.”   

Of course, community gardens don’t just benefit the health 
and wellbeing of residents, they also rejuvenate otherwise 
lifeless spaces. Eden Garden, on Raglan Street also in Water-
loo, is one of Sydney’s older community gardens. Established 
in 1991, the site — located on the grounds of the South Sydney 
Uniting Church — underwent a “beautiful transformation” 
thanks to the grit and determination of a local group of 
dedicated volunteers. Today, the garden includes raised beds 
containing edible plants, a composting area, a wet garden — 
even a chicken coop. Eden Garden’s project manager, Vicki 
Coumbe, said the once desolate land is now “something that 
is productive and beautiful”.  

But a community garden isn’t just for the green fingered. 
Tina Jackson helped set up a community garden in Mosman. 
The previously unused plot of land, she said, has been trans-
formed into a bustling social hub: “Children come for educa-
tional visits from local schools; residents from the adjacent 
retirement home take an active interest in the garden’s 
progress. People who have lived in the neighbourhood for 
over a decade report that they have met their neighbours for 
the first time.” 

Professor Corkery agrees that a community garden bene-
fits the whole neighbourhood: “It provides a place of nature 
and beauty for everyone to enjoy. There’s a sense of commu-
nity and social engagement. There’s a lot more to it than just 
growing food.”

COMMUNITY

Professor Xiaoqi Feng — an expert in 
urban health and environment also at 
UNSW Sydney — agrees that commu-
nity gardens are good for our general 
wellbeing. “Anecdotal evidence from 
people I have met supports what I 
have found in studies with hundreds of 
thousands of participants: that living 
near green space may have remarkably 
wide-ranging health benefits.” 

Meanwhile, an evaluation of a 
gardening program established in NSW 
for disadvantaged groups — called 
Community Greening — found that 
around 85 percent of participants 
reported a positive effect on their 
health, with 73 percent saying they 
exercised more. And 91 percent said the 
program benefited the community as a 
whole. Overall, the participants “felt a 
sense of agency, community pride and 
achievement. The gardening program 
helped encourage change and commu-
nity development.”  

In 2018, the Waterloo Public Hous-
ing Action Group commissioned 
research into the gains that the 
estate’s community gardens deliver to 
tenants. Among the easily observable 
and tangible benefits of community 
gardens included access to open space 
and availability of fresh produce. But 
the researchers also found a number 
of less obvious and less tangible posi-
tives that community gardens can 
offer. Such as breaking down social 
isolation, which the researchers cite 
as “only one of a number of intangible 
social and psychological benefits that 
were observed”. The researchers added: 
“These benefits contribute in many 
ways to a better sense of community 
and social wellbeing.” 

Community gardens also encourage 
intercultural interaction. The Waterloo 
estate has historically been ethnically 
diverse with high concentrations of 
people from Russia/Ukraine, Vietnam, 
China, and other Asian countries. 
Waterloo is also home to a significant 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community. The researchers found that 
the gardens on the estate promoted 
trust between residents and helped 
to “break down racist stereotypes as 
residents gain exposure to different 
cultures and opinions, which they 
might not otherwise have”. 

“In some instances,” added the 
researchers, “the gardens have been 

HOW DOES YOUR GARDEN GROW?
According to City of Sydney guidelines, there are five components of a 
successful community garden.
• People. Your group will need people with a range of skills in gardening, 

administration, and communication. You will need the support of neighbours 
and the local community to ensure success and minimise vandalism. 

• Site. Your site will need to be large enough for garden beds, composting 
systems, and a tool shed. It should have good sunlight, available water, and 
easy access for pedestrians and deliveries. 

• Style. The size of the site will determine the style of garden. The City 
encourages groups to have a communal garden to allow more people to 
participate. 

• Structure. A sound management plan will provide structure for all group 
members by outlining responsibilities, rosters, maintenance, and record 
keeping. 

• Promotion. Promoting your garden through open days or social media will 
encourage more people to get involved and support your garden.
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A 19-year-old Lyall Munro was in a 
Moree pub sipping on an orange 

juice when an Aboriginal elder sud-
denly appeared at his side. He was told 
the old folks wanted a word. Munro 
— looking dapper in his station mas-
ter’s uniform — followed the man 
down to the riverbank where he was 
confronted by a barrage of questions. 
“How come you have a job on the rail-
way?” “How come you’ve got citizens’ 
rights?” “How come you can play foot-
ball and get served in pubs with the 
white fellas? That an Indigenous Aus-
tralian was afforded such civil liberties 
was extremely rare at the time. Munro 
was then given a list of instructions on 
what to do to help his mob attain the 
same freedoms that he enjoyed. 

Uncle Lyall Munro Snr — who passed 
away in May — lived by those instruc-
tions all his life. “I never read out of 
books or went to university,” Munro 
said in a 2014 interview with the NSW 
Aboriginal Land Council (NSWALC), “I 

based all my involvement [in Aborigi-
nal rights] around Australia and inter-
nationally on the advice of them old 
people.” Munro later recalled: “I left 
that riverbank a lot wiser.”

It was the 1950s and, back then, the 
white lawmakers of the NSW northern 
town of Moree implemented a strict 
policy of segregation. “You couldn’t 
swim in the pool if you were unhy-
gienic people — and that was aimed 
at the Aboriginals,” explained Munro. 
“You couldn’t walk on the footpath, 
get served in pubs and clubs or cafés. 
Or sit at the back in picture shows — 
you could sit down the front, but not 
up the back.” 

The pool Munro was referring to 
formed part of the Moree Baths. 
Which, in 1965, became the focal point 
for a landmark Indigenous civil rights 
protest. Led by Aboriginal activist 
Charles Perkins, a group of University 
of Sydney students had organised a bus 
tour of NSW towns to draw attention 

to Indigenous inequality. The Freedom 
Riders, as they called themselves, 
arrived in Moree on 19 February. Later 
that day, having collected a number 
of Aboriginal children from the local 
mission, Perkins attempted to gain 
entry into the Moree Baths.

Munro and the Moree Aboriginal 
Advancement Committee had been 
fighting against the town’s racist 
by-laws long before the students 
arrived in town. “We were fighting 
for the cause but not in the manner 
in which the Freedom Riders done,” 
Munro told NITV in 2017, “so we stood 
and watched in the crowd. It was their 
day and it was an ugly scene, pretty 
rowdy, pretty wild — a lot of violence.” 

The protest captured the attention 
of the media and the racial injustice 
directed at Aboriginal people in rural 
towns was plain for all Australians 
to see. “It was like the Deep South of 
America,” said Munro. “[Perkins] was 
just trying to take these Aboriginal 

ABORIGINAL RIGHTS

A FORCE TO  
BE RECKONED WITH
LYALL MUNRO SNR WAS CONSIDERED A LEGEND OF THE LAND  
RIGHTS MOVEMENT. BUT, AS JAKE KENDALL REPORTS, HE SAW 
HIMSELF AS FUNDAMENTALLY A BLACK FELLA FIGHTING FOR HIS MOB.
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LAND RIGHTS — THE MILESTONES
1963: YIRRKALA BARK PETITIONS The Australian 
government appropriates more than 300sqkm of land 
from the Yolngu people in Yirrkala, Arnhem Land and 
sells it to a mining company. In protest, the Yolngu create 
petitions on bark using painted designs to proclaim 
ownership. These petitions are sent to the Australian 
parliament where a committee recommends that 
compensation be paid, that sacred sites be protected, 
and that mining works be monitored. This is not enough 
and the Yolngu people appeal to the Northern Territory 
Supreme Court. Handing down a decision in 1971, the 
judge — while accepting that the Yolngu have lived at 
Yirrkala for tens of thousands of years — upholds terra 
nullius and determines that Australian law does not 
recognise native title. 

1966: WAVE HILL WALK OFF Led by Vincent Lingiari, 
more than 200 Gurindji stockmen initiate a strike at the 
Wave Hill cattle station in the Northern Territory. Initially, 
the station owners believe the workers will return when 
offered improved wages and conditions. But Lingiari has 
other ideas: the rightful return of native land. During nine 
years of struggle and protest, Lingiari tours Australia 
to lobby politicians and galvanise support. Victory is 
achieved in 1975, when prime minister Gough Whitlam 
ceremonially pours earth into Lingiari’s hand to indicate 
the return of the land to the Gurindji people. 

1982: MABO Eddie Koiki Mabo and four other Indigenous 
Meriam people begin a legal claim for ownership 
of their traditional lands on the island of Mer in the 
Torres Strait. They claim that the Meriam people have 
continuously and exclusively possessed their lands; 
lived in permanent settled communities; and had 
formed structured political and social organisations 
on the island. The case runs for ten years, progressing 
from the Queensland Supreme Court to the High Court 
of Australia. On the 3rd of June 1992, the High Court 
rules that the Meriam people are “entitled as against 
the whole world to possession, occupation, use and 
enjoyment of (most of) the lands of the Murray Islands”. 
The High Court’s judgement removes the notion of terra 
nullius once and for all and introduces native title into 
Australian law.

1993: WIK DECISION The Wik and Wik Way people 
claim an area on the west coast of Cape York Peninsula, 
in far-north Queensland. It raises the question of 
whether Australian law recognises that native title can 
co-exist on some types of pastoral leases — the Mabo 
case ruled that pastoral leases nullified native title. In a 
ruling described as “a tectonic shift in justice”, the High 
Court’s decision in December 1996 establishes that 
native title can co-exist on Crown Land leased to other 
interests.

While significant progress has been made by Aboriginal 
people to gain native title, there is still a way to go. As 
of 2020, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ 
land rights are recognised across only 40 percent of the 
Australian continent.

ABORIGINAL RIGHTS

kids and give them a swim in the pool and hundreds of 
people turned out to stop them.” The event proved to be a 
seminal moment in Australian history. At a public meet-
ing in Moree soon after, the town decided to desegregate 
the pool and lift the colour ban. 

Munro was born in the small town of Tingha — home of 
the Kamilaroi Nation. But it would be Moree where Munro 
would put down roots with his wife, Carmine — known as 
“Maggie” — and their 12 children. Following the elders’ 
call to arms on the riverbank, Munro immersed himself 
in a lifelong fight for Aboriginal rights. Particularly land 
rights.  

In response to Munro’s death, Northern Tablelands 
MP, Adam Marshall, said: “Uncle Lyall is regarded as an 
important and prominent Aboriginal land rights advocate 
in Australia and especially in NSW.” NSWALC chair, Anne 
Dennis, said his dedication to the cause would be one of 
his greatest legacies. “Uncle Lyall Munro Snr was deeply 
involved with land rights for decades and his commitment 
to his people remained constant his entire life. He called 
for independence, self-reliance, and the social rights 
necessary for all Aboriginal people to share in society: the 
rights to education, employment, legal services, medical 
services, and a decent standard of living.”

To list just a few of Munro’s many accomplishments: he 
helped establish the NSW Aboriginal Legal Service, the 
Aboriginal Medical Service, the Tent Embassy, and actively 
contributed to the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody. He was a member of the NSW Aborig-
inal Advisory Council, the NSW Aboriginal Lands Trust, 
and the National Aboriginal Consultative Committee. 
Also — as a direct descendant of the victims and survi-
vors of the Myall Creek Massacre — Munro lobbied for the 
creation of a memorial to commemorate the 28 unarmed 
Indigenous Australians killed by a group of colonists in 
1838. “We challenged the system,” Munro once said. “A 
solid brick wall, 200 years in the making.”

Challenging the system often proved dangerous. One 
time, according to Munro, the family’s Moree home was 
“shot up”, a bullet missing Maggie by just “six inches”. 
Such incidents, however, never deterred Munro. “Wearing 
his iconic black hat, Uncle Lyall was a force to be reckoned 
with,” said Marshall. “The legacy of Munro will be felt by 
many, for generations to come.” For Munro, however, it 
wasn’t about creating a legacy; it was about fighting for 
his mob and remaining true to himself. “I stayed a black 
person,” he once said. “I’m still a black person. And I’ll 
live and die as a black person.”

“I based all my involvement [in 
Aboriginal rights] around Australia 
and internationally on the advice of 
them old people. I left that riverbank 

a lot wiser”



A slap in the face is exactly what was 
needed to wake people up to some hard 
truths about our times. It’s come in the 
form of young students bringing the 
climate emergency to the streets. It’s 
the intensity and frequency of bush-
fires, floods and droughts that were 
predicted in a Garnaut report exactly 
20 years ago. It’s the systematic failure 
of governments to adequately address 
vilification of various ethnic groups 
for decades that have led to Black 
Lives Matter protests. Same goes for 
any form of bigotry. And, of course, 
it’s the COVID-19 pandemic that has 
drastically changed the world.

Why is all this happening?
The system has been set up to keep 

us working longer hours to support 
ourselves, our families, and what-
ever indulgences we want to satisfy. 
There are distraction methods such as 
24-hour social media, mind-numbing 
reality TV shows and fake news that 
get us all worked up beyond rational 
thought. There’s also the constant 
pressure to build more, do more, be 
better, smarter, faster, and stronger. 
Who, then, has time to turn up to 
rallies or stop that bulldozer from 
destroying 500-year-old trees? 

It’s not enough for us to feel bad 
about something and say “I don’t 
agree” with whatever injustices we’re 

seeing. We need to actively start call-
ing it out when we see someone being 
vilified or doing something destruc-
tive to the environment. We need to 
drop the sugar-coating, stop transfer-
ring the problem, face up to it and do 
something other than more pointless 
discussions that don’t eventuate into 
something tangible.

Because while we’re fumbling, 
governments are still approving coal 
mines and dirty energy, and selling 
our water to foreign investors while 
our farmers are suffering and can’t 
grow our food. We’re not even on track 
to meet our Paris Agreement commit-
ments and time is running out.

After the bushfires, a lot of us said 
let’s leave 2019 behind and 2020 will 
be a year of change. Boy, did we get 
what we asked for. Now, as dire as it 
all may seem, I’m actually optimistic 
for once. Because for the first time, 
I’ve seen school students en masse 
demanding that governments take 
action to protect their futures.

We’ve seen people of all back-
grounds speaking up against racial 
injustices. The more we call it out and 
force people to face up to harsh real-
ities, the more power we take back 
from the destructive elements of our 
society — and believe me when I say 
there’s more of us than them. We just 

need to reach that critical mass and 
show certain “leaders” where the real 
power is.

And as for COVID-19, working from 
home has allowed me to save money 
by not having to travel to work, so I’ve 
effectively reduced my carbon foot-
print. I’ve also saved money on not 
having to buy lunch every day. Multiply 
this by millions of people in the same 
situation and we’ve effectively reduced 
our global carbon footprint. Many busi-
nesses have been forced to re-evaluate 
how they operate and downgrade office 
sizes because the new norm of working 
from home is going to save them thou-
sands of dollars in energy and water 
costs. It’s a win-win for both employee 
and employer. 

Things have changed, and I’d like 
to believe for the better, even though 
it’s unchartered territory for many of 
us. We’re being forced to acknowledge 
that a paradigm shift towards a more 
altruistic society is required for us to 
survive.

We need to individually ask 
ourselves what our purpose is and 
what legacy we’re leaving behind for 
future generations. It’s just unfortu-
nate that human beings need a slap 
in the face for any drastic changes to 
occur.  

Courtesy of The Fifth Estate

THE WAKE UP  
CALL WE NEEDED

COVID-19 HAS UPENDED OUR DAILY ROUTINES. BUT, AS  
DAVIS DEMILLO EXPLAINS, IT COULD BE A BLESSING IN DISGUISE.

“We need to actively start 
calling it out when we see 
someone being vilified or 

doing something destructive 
to the environment.  

We need to drop the sugar-
coating, stop transferring  
the problem, face up to it  

and do something”

OPINION
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People in Sydney are still not wear-
ing masks. Even as COVID-19 cas-

es in Melbourne remain intractably 
high, a deeply ingrained cultural 
resistance to mask-wearing has not 
budged. The NSW government advice 
advises the wearing of masks where 
social distancing can’t be guaranteed 
— but does not require them.

Country after country has changed 
approach on this and there are now 
numerous academic studies confirm-
ing the benefits of mask wearing to 
reduce transmission. But Australia 
still has not and is now one of only a 
few countries in the developed world 
not requiring masks. And as anyone 
who goes out in Sydney knows — 
without a requirement to do so — 
most people are not wearing masks.

NSW has had an exemplary 
response to the pandemic and is 
doing an incredible job with contact 
tracing and testing. A requirement 
to wear masks could be an essential 
tool for allowing Sydney to avoid 
the fate of Melbourne. The reason 
to wear masks is to reduce the rate 
of community transmission. Wear-
ing masks in public is not primarily 
intended to keep the wearer safe; it 
is intended to reduce the likelihood 
that people who have COVID — but 
do not have symptoms — will unin-

tentionally transmit it to someone 
else.

If enough people wear masks (80 
percent seems to be an important 
threshold), then the rate of trans-
mission can go below one — meaning 
that each person with COVID infects 
less than one other person, so over 
time the cluster disappears. No one 
likes to wear masks. But we are all 
going to have to make some sacrifices 
to get through this pandemic. Wear-
ing masks in public, indoor spaces is 
annoying, but it does not ask much 
of us. The real hope here is that if 
enough people wear masks, we can 
avoid the more draconian options — 
a second lockdown and a repeated 
start-stop-restart cycle which would 
devastate our economy and cause 
intense hardship with consequences 
for years.

Melbourne didn’t mandate its mask 
requirement until after it imposed a 
lockdown. But Sydney can choose a 
different path and impose the mask 
requirement as a way to forestall and 
hopefully avoid a second lockdown 
entirely. The point here is to come up 
with a sustainable way of living with 
the virus until there is a vaccine or 
a treatment that works. By chang-
ing our habits to wear masks we can 
help to slow the rate of transmission, 

allowing the economy to stay open 
and life to go on as much as possible. 
The only way this will work is with a 
mandate. In the real world, it is not 
likely we will get above 80 percent 
compliance with wearing masks 
through a voluntary exhortation. It 
is simply too big of a cultural change.

The right course of action is prob-
ably to define the locations where 
mask-wearing is mandatory — on 
public transport, on airplanes, in 
hospitals, churches, shops and 
at funerals for example. It’s not 
feasible to wear masks in bars and 
restaurants, and it’s now clear that 
when people are outdoors there is a 
much-reduced risk of transmission. 
Parks and beaches are not the prob-
lem. The problem is people being in 
confined, indoor spaces.

It would be devastating to have 
Sydney go back into lockdown. In 
order to avoid that, one tool is to 
require face coverings. Throughout 
the pandemic we have repeatedly 
heard the phrase “there are no easy 
choices”. This is one of those times. 
Getting people to wear masks isn’t 
the only solution, but it could play a 
pivotal role in getting NSW back to 
normality sooner and faster.

Gabriel Metcalf is CEO of the Committee of 
Sydney.

MASK UP SYDNEY
SYDNEYSIDERS SEEM RESISTANT TO WEARING MASKS IN PUBLIC. BUT, 

AS GABRIEL METCALF ARGUES, IF WE WANT TO AVOID MELBOURNE’S 
FATE, WE SHOULD BE PREPARED TO SUCK IT UP AND COVER UP. 

“Wearing masks in public is 
not primarily intended to keep 
the wearer safe; it is intended 
to reduce the likelihood that 

people who have COVID — but 
do not have symptoms — will 
unintentionally transmit it to 

someone else”

OPINION
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COMMUNITY VOICES

IMPRISONED IN THEIR HOMES
IN JULY, THE VICTORIAN GOVERNMENT PLACED MORE THAN 
3,000 RESIDENTS OF NINE PUBLIC HOUSING TOWERS IN 
INNER MELBOURNE UNDER A POLICE-ENFORCED HARD 
LOCKDOWN. HERE, THEY DESCRIBE THE EXPERIENCE. 

 TEKESTE There was no time to 
have air or anything, the basic human 
rights. No food, no nothing, they just 
sent us to lockdown for five days. 

 ELHADI I just opened my eyes and 
the police were everywhere, and 90 
percent of the people on the estate 
had no idea why they were here.  

 DINI The police went into the 
community within 15 minutes. Women 
and children who were downstairs, once 
they saw [the police] they just ran into 
the building. They didn’t know what 
was happening. There were people 
locking their doors and saying, “Don’t 
ever call the police”. There was so much 
misinformation. There was so much fear. 

 HULYA I heard about the lockdown 
from a post on Facebook. I went 
downstairs just to check if this was all 
true and there were so many police 
officers there at that point. I actually 
spoke to one of the officers and he said 
the only information they had was that 
no-one is allowed out. 

 LUCY I found out on Friday 
afternoon when I came back from the 
shops. They didn’t tell me that we were 
going to be on lockdown, they said just, 

“Go downstairs, do your COVID test,” 
and that was it. I then saw it on the 
news and I went downstairs and they 
said, “You can’t go anywhere, just go 
back upstairs and stay inside.”  

 MARY For two days we didn’t have 
any food. When they called me, I was 
crying, I told them no one is helping 
me. I am home with my child and I can’t 
do anything. 

 EMEL The first thing that came 
to my mind was that this was the 
Australian and Victorian governments 
showing through us that they were on 
track to becoming a police state. 

 REEMA Many countries have 
implemented heavy-handed or 
militarised lockdowns, but this was 
one of the most disproportionate and 
extreme uses of such measures I have 
ever seen.  

 MOHAMED I’ve seen journalists on 
Twitter say to us, ‘Thank God you have 
the Victorian government and you’re 
not in America’; thanking the Victorian 
government for their approach, when 
we have been treated like uncivilised 
animals without human rights.  

 GIRMAY The way the government 
conducted themselves was very, 
very wrong. Most of the community 
members in this area are people who 
have escaped a traumatic experience 
back home, so they don’t have a good 
understanding or acceptance of police. 
They escaped torture, they escaped 
kidnapping. The trauma that was 
triggered was unimaginable.   

 DIMA The police force coming in 
shocked the community, traumatised 
people who come from different 
backgrounds, migrants coming from 
trauma, from war-torn countries. 
They’ve survived civil wars and come 
to a safe place. Then they wake up 
one morning to see a whole bunch of 
police downstairs stopping you from 
going in and out.   

 DAVID I didn’t realise that I was 
“poor, hard to engage, and vulnerable” 
until a Victorian government official 
told me that me and my public housing 
community were these things.  

 CHRIS You had this huge response 
with police everywhere, apparently to 
protect “vulnerable people” who are 
in fact actually very capable people 
living in a vulnerable environment — 
that they themselves had been asking 
to be fixed for a long time before the 
pandemic. Then, suddenly, they were 
treated as though they were helpless 
and a problem for everyone, rather 
than as capable people with a solution.   
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IMPRISONED IN THEIR HOMES

The battle to protect workers’ 
pay and conditions is in full 

swing across Australia. From out-
back Western Australia to under 
the Harbour Bridge, workers have 
rallied to voice their defiance to 
the Howard government’s at-
tempt to wind back awards and 
the protection they provide. 

The first round has gone to us, 
with Howard’s approval rating 
plummeting as Australians are 
informed of how their hard-won 
pay and conditions will be up for 
grabs if the PM has his way. And 
there’s growing opposition in his 
own ranks, with some National 
Party senators and Family First’s 
Steve Fielding expressing disquiet 
with the proposed changes. 

The Australian Services Union 
represents some of the lowest 
paid workers in NSW and is deter-
mined not to let their members 
lose the modest increases they 
gained with the new Social and 
Community Services Award 
(SACS), in November 2001. 

Reducing the pay and conditions 
of those who care for the elderly, 
people with disabilities, occupants 
of refuges and others who are 
disadvantaged or marginalised 
could see good workers leave the  
sector and the standards of service 
drop. Apart from being unfair to 
workers, the proposed changes 
could affect the lives of hundreds 
of thousands of community service 
recipients in NSW. 

Howard’s proposed changes 
would abolish the SACS Award 
and reduce the 60 rights workers 
now have down to 16. The Indus-
trial Relations Commission would 
no longer set the minimum wage; 
instead a body appointed by the 
government would set the mini-
mum hourly rate. As Howard has 
opposed every increase granted by 
the commission, his appointees 
are sure to reflect his hostility to 
workers getting a fair wage. These 
attacks on organised labour is the 
most ferocious of any government 
in nearly 100 years.

In times gone by, Stanley Lane was a hub of activity as busy Italian restaurant workers ran to and fro behind the scenes of 
the buzzing Stanley Street. It was a place of very cheap eats and free cordial with a bowl of spaghetti for a dollar or two. 

CITY GLIMPSES
 STANLEY LANE, DARLINGHURST

Tim Ritchie — urban photographer whose daily ritual 
has him on his bicycle every morning scouting out 
Sydney’s hidden delights.   @timritchie

FROM THE VAULT 
Spring 2005
FIFTEEN YEARS AGO, INNER SYDNEY VOICE 
REPORTED ON THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT’S 
ATTACK ON WORKERS’ RIGHTS. 
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