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Abstract

In March 2014, the minister responsible announced that all

of the approximately 600 public housing tenants of Millers

Point and the Sirius Building in inner Sydney are to be

moved and the properties sold. Millers Point is probably

the oldest public housing area in Australia. The Sirius

Building was purpose built for public housing tenants in

the late 1970s. The article briefly examines the gentrifica-

tion process in the Millers Point area. However, the main

focus, drawing on six in-depth interviews with public hous-

ing tenants who are still residents in the area and 13 who

have moved, is an examination of the impact of the govern-

ment’s removal announcement and the actual displacement

of residents. What this article illustrates is that the place

attachment of most of the interviewees was profound and

the removal announcement and the actual move were dev-

astating. Interviewees spoke of deep sadness and anxiety at

the thought of leaving what they considered a unique and

genuine community. Residents who had moved told of their

isolation and melancholy at having lost their local social

network. The research shows that the human cost of

policies and not revenue should always be the central

consideration.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In March 2014, the New South Wales (NSW) Minister1 responsible for public housing called a
press conference to announce that all of the 214 public housing properties (some of the properties
had a number of dwellings) in Millers Point and the 79 apartments in The Sirius Building2 (see
Figure 1) were to be sold on the open market and the approximately 600 tenants moved to pub-
lic housing in other areas. The move was to be completed in two years and was expected to rea-
lise at least $500 million (Hasham 2014). The announcement represented an unprecedented
policy shift. I argue that for the first time in Australia, gentrification was to result in the forced
displacement of a whole neighbourhood of public housing tenants by a state government, the
blanket removal of tenants from an apartment block, The Sirius Building purpose built for public
housing tenants and only completed in 1980, and the dispersal of the tenants to a number of
areas with no possibility of return. This is unlike the usual displacement of public housing
tenants in Australia where the focus has been on deconcentration, an endeavour to create social
mix and displacing only a proportion of or no tenants permanently (Arthurson 2012; Arthurson
& Darcy 2015).

The main focus of this article is not on the causes of this policy shift, but rather on the impacts
the removal threat and actual forced displacement have had on the public housing tenants from
Millers Point and the Sirius Building through the state-led gentrification process. This study,
drawing mainly on 19 in-depth interviews with present and ex-tenants, examines the devastating
impacts and contributes to the limited research on the topic (Atkinson 2004; Newman & Wyly
2006; Atkinson et al. 2011; Twigge-Molecey 2014). In addition, it suggests that the wholesale

FIGURE 1 Map showing location of Millers Point and the Sirius Building
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removal of public housing tenants from Millers Point and from the Sirius Building represents a
new phase of state-led gentrification in Australia. Historically, public housing has been a bulwark
against gentrification in Australia and elsewhere (Shaw 2005; Ley & Dobson 2008). The actions of
the deeply neo-liberal NSW government suggest that in Australia this is no longer the case.

The article first reviews the research on gentrification, displacement and its impacts. It then
contextualises the study, briefly sketching the history of Millers Point and the Sirius Building.
The build-up to the announcement that the public housing tenants are to be moved is then dis-
cussed and the methodology for the study outlined. This is followed by the main part of the arti-
cle. Drawing on the in-depth interviews, it first examines the impact of the minister’s
announcement that all of the public housing tenants were to be moved and then investigates the
consequences for tenants who have moved.

2 | GENTRIFICATION, DISPLACEMENT AND ITS IMPACTS

Gentrification involves the transformation of an area from a predominantly working class low-
income locale to a middle class or high-income locality (Marcuse 1985; Lees et al. 2008; Butler &
Hamnett 2009; Slater 2009). It is linked to globalisation and major shifts in the economy — a cen-
tral feature being deindustrialisation, i.e. a shift from manufacturing to services in advanced econo-
mies (Smith 1986; Bounds & Morris 2006). There is also a strong cultural and aesthetic dimension.
Gentrification usually involves the reimagining of an area that historically was not viewed as desir-
able by the middle classes (Zukin 1987; Watt 2008). The inward movement of the middle classes to
these historically low-income areas is accompanied by the refurbishment of old homes and the
establishment of new outlets for consumption geared towards residents with substantial disposable
income (Zukin 1987; Hamnett 2003; Butler & Hamnett 2009). These activities can certainly
revitalise areas that have declined significantly in regards to housing, population and facilities
(Hamnett 2003). In Sydney, an example of this phenomenon was the revitalisation of Pyrmont-
Ultimo in the 1990s when federal, state and local government combined forces with developers to
revive the fortunes of the area (see Bounds & Morris 2006). State-led gentrification has become a
central driving force of gentrification in more recent times as economic restructuring and inter-city
global competition for investment and revenue intensifies (Lees et al. 2008; Watt 2008).

2.1 | Gentrification and displacement

Gentrification invariably also has adverse consequences. In most cases, it is accompanied by the
displacement of long-established low-income residents (Marcuse 1985; Newman & Wyly 2006;
Slater 2009). In his seminal analysis of gentrification and what he labelled “revanchist urbanism”,
Smith (1996: xviii) concludes that:

“Revanchist urbanism . . . embodies a revengeful and reactionary viciousness against various
populations accused of ‘stealing’ the city from the white upper classes. Gentrification, far from
an aberration of the 1980s, is increasingly reemerging as part of this revanchism, an effort to
retake the city”.

In the 20 years since Smith wrote this, neoliberalism and gentrification have become a lot dee-
per and globally pervasive (Lees et al. 2008; Jou et al. 2016).
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The process of displacement can take a range of forms and usually involves low-income, long-
standing households being placed in situations that makes it exceptionally difficult if not impossi-
ble for them to retain their footing in the area concerned (Hartman et al. 1982; Marcuse 1985;
Newman & Wyly 2006). In the case of private renters in a lightly regulated private rental sector
or what Kemeny (2006) has called a dualist rental market, untenable rent increases or eviction by
the landlord is not unusual. In an area undergoing gentrification, a lack of rent control will
almost certainly result in rents being increased to untenable levels for low-income households.
This is due to increased demand and the influx of high-income households who have the means
and are prepared to pay high rents to reside in what is perceived to be a highly desirable neigh-
bourhood (Marcuse 1985; Paccoud 2015). Alternatively, the increase in land values makes it far
more likely that landlords will embark on renovations or sell their property to high-income
incomers. In their study of gentrification in Melbourne and Sydney, Atkinson et al. (2011) con-
clude that the “most vulnerable of the residents being displaced . . . are private renters either in
lower status occupations or not in the labour force” (Atkinson et al. 2011: 2). In the interviews
they conducted with displaced residents “the main issue raised . . . was the link that they made
between increasing numbers of high-income households and subsequent, often dramatic, rent
increases that made their tenure unsustainable” (Atkinson et al. 2011: 3).

As mentioned, historically public housing tenants have been spared displacement in the gentri-
fication process; governments have been reluctant to forcibly displace public housing tenants.
Freeman and Braconi (2004: 51) conclude that public housing has the advantage of “anchoring
. . . [public housing tenants] to gentrifying neighbourhoods”. What is noteworthy about long-
established public housing tenants in New South Wales is that de jure their security of tenure is
virtually guaranteed (Fitzpatrick & Pawson 2014) and they cannot be forced to move by increas-
ing their rent as their rent is fixed at 25% of income. Any displacement of public housing tenants
thus requires direct pressure by the government housing authority. The displacement of public
housing tenants on such a massive scale by the NSW government and the selling off of their
homes on the private market, does appear to represent a new phase in the gentrification process
in Australia. As neoliberalism and the fixation with balancing the budget intensifies, the public
assets that are acceptable to privatise expands (see Levy 2012).

2.2 | Gentrification, the impact of displacement and place attachment

Research on the impacts of displacement due to gentrification indicates that for the households
affected it is often traumatic (Hartman et al. 1982; LeGates & Hartman 1986; Atkinson 2004;
Atkinson et al. 2011). A major challenge for low-income private renters is finding a new home
that is adequate and affordable (Atkinson et al. 2011; Murdie & Teixeira 2011). They often find
they have to move to inadequate or overcrowded housing or to areas far from their original
home where they have no social networks (Newman & Wyly 2006; Atkinson et al. 2011). Atkinson
et al. (2011: 47) found that a number of the interviewees in their study had suffered “serial dis-
placement” due to rent increases in the areas they had moved to and that “this kind of serial
migration clearly posed major psycho-social problems for those affected”. Private renters,
especially if they are older, are sometimes forced to move in with children (Newman & Wyly
2006). In New York City, some displaces have landed up in homeless shelters (Newman & Wyly
2006).

Displacement can evoke a feeling of grief and anger as residents are forced out of their homes
and familiar neighbourhoods (Chan 1986; Marris 1986; Slater 2009). Older displaced residents
are particularly vulnerable. A Swedish study of 22,579 people, 65 and older, found that for older
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people moving residence did not necessarily have any adverse impacts. However, the forced or
involuntary moving of older people for the purposes of “urban renewal” can lead to premature
death: “the death rates among those who were evacuated or moved permanently due to urban
renewal were higher than among non-movers and among those who moved for other reasons”
(Danermark et al. 1996: 217).

A key concept utilised in this study to explore the impact of displacement is place attachment.
As Manzo et al. (2008: 1856) conclude in their review of gentrification and displacement in the
United States, “Among the most notable impacts is the disruption of the community ties and
place attachments that are at the foundation of well-functioning communities”. Despite globalisa-
tion and mobility, local ties continue to be crucial in many neighbourhoods (Robinson 2009).
Place attachment helps us understand the trauma that Millers Point/Sirius Building tenants
experienced in the aftermath of the announcement and after moving, as it refers not only to the
attachment to the neighbourhood and physical setting but also to fellow residents and the way of
life in the area concerned (see Alawadi 2016). Social ties are a key feature of place attachment
and invariably the stronger the social ties in a neighbourhood, the stronger the place attachment
(Kohlbacher et al. 2015). Certainly, in the case of Millers Point and the Sirius Building the place
attachment and social ties of many tenants were extremely strong. Shumaker and Taylor
(1983: 233) define place attachment as “a positive affective bond or association between individu-
als and their residential environment” and it goes hand-in-hand with a perceived strong sense of
community (Scannell & Gifford 2010). When the bond between the individual and the residential
environment is broken due to displacement, the implications can be deeply distressing as it means
that they lose crucial social ties and a way of life (Alawadi 2016). This is especially so in the case
of low-income more vulnerable individuals and households (Atkinson et al. 2011).

3 | THE CONTEXT

Millers Point is recognised as the oldest public housing area in Australia (Fitzgerald & Keating
1991). Most of the dwellings are terrace homes (the high density and physical structure of the area
facilitated close contact between residents) built for workers who worked on the docks at the turn
of the century. Many tenants have a relationship to the area that goes back three or even four
generations (Fitzgerald & Keating 1991; Mazzoldi 2014). The homes were built and managed by
the Maritime Services Board.3 (MSB) and tenancies were passed down through families. The conti-
nuity and homogeneity of the residents contributed towards the creation of a strong and unique
working-class community and intense place attachment as outlined in the assessment of signifi-
cance linked to Millers Point being declared a heritage site in 1999. The assessment states:

“Its public housing and its development into a Government corporate town were probably the
first such developments in Australia . . . It is occupied in part by descendants of its earlier
communities and retains a strong community spirit . . . Its unity, authenticity of fabric and
community, and complexity of significant activities and events make it probably the rarest and
most significant historic urban place in Australia”. (NSW Government 1999)

In the mid-1980s, the MSB handed the homes to the government housing authority and the
inter-generational transfer of homes was halted. At the time of the announcement in 2014, there
were approximately 580 public housing tenants in Millers Point in 293 dwellings — the total
population of Millers Point was just over 1000. Nearly half of the tenants were aged over 60,
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20% had been in Millers Point for more than 20 years and about 45% had been in the area for
less than 10 years (Reilly 2013; Mowbray 2017).

In the 1970s, the neighbouring area, The Rocks, faced redevelopment and the removal of pub-
lic housing tenants but major community resistance and the Green Bans halted the destruction
(Darcy & Rogers 2016). The Green Bans refers to the decision by the NSW Builders Labourers
Federation not to allow any of its members to engage in the redevelopment plans for the area.
However, prior to the Green Bans a number of public housing dwellings were demolished and in
1975 the Sydney Cove Development Authority agreed to rehouse the displaced public housing
tenants in a newly constructed building, the Sirius Building in The Rocks (Pickett 2013). In
1980, the Sirius Building with 79 apartments was completed. It was designed in consultation
with potential tenants and is viewed as a superb example of brutalist, modernist architecture pro-
viding high-quality public housing for older tenants, single parents and families. It has a variety
of apartments so as to encourage a mix of tenants and meeting rooms and common areas to facil-
itate the creation of a community. In 2016, the Heritage Council unanimously recommended that
the Sirius Building be given heritage status, the chairperson commenting that the Council based
its decision on the “aesthetic significance” of the building and that “It had a rarity for social hous-
ing buildings for this particular period” (McNally & Code 2016).

4 | GENTRIFICATION AND THE BUILD-UP TO THE
ANNOUNCEMENT THAT PUBLIC HOUSING TENANTS IN
MILLERS POINT AND THE SIRIUS BUILDING WERE TO BE
MOVED

The build-up to the NSW government’s announcement in March 2014 that all of the public
housing tenants in Millers Point were to be moved, was premised on five inter-related phenom-
ena — a dramatic increase in land/house prices in inner-city areas in Sydney, deindustrialisation,
decline/abandonment, a substantial increase in luxury developments/gentrification and a fervent
neo-liberal government determined to privatise public assets wherever possible. Like many other
major cities in advanced economies, Sydney has experienced a dramatic increase in house prices
relative to incomes. In 1985, the average home was about 3.5 times average annual earnings, in
2015 it was 11.4 times (Wade 2015). In Sydney, the closer homes are to the Central Business
District (CBD) and harbour, the more in demand and expensive the area. Millers Point and The
Rocks are within a short walking distance of Sydney’s iconic Sydney Harbour bridge, the Sydney
Opera House and the CBD (see Figure 1) and have become two of the most expensive and
sought-after areas. The 130 properties sold in Millers Point by March 2017 had realised a total
of $370 million, with an average selling price of $2.846 million (NSW Government 2017).

The gentrification process in Millers Point began in earnest in the late 1990s when the Mar-
itime Services Board gave the go ahead to two major construction companies to redevelop the
Walsh Bay wharves into an upmarket residential, office and commercial area. The Walsh Bay
wharves are located at the foot of Millers Point and are the wharves where most of the males in
Millers Point laboured for much of the 20th century. The wharves thrived mainly on the back of
the wool trade but by the 1970s were no longer functioning. The $650 million development,
completed in 2004, made Walsh Bay one of the most upmarket and expensive areas in Sydney.

An ominous development for the public housing tenants was the announcement in 2009 that
Lend Lease, Australia’s largest construction company, had won the right to develop Barangaroo,
the 22 hectare site that was the former port adjacent to Millers Point. The area was to be
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redeveloped as a high-end office, hotel, entertainment and residential precinct. A casino/hotel that
will be Sydney’s tallest building when completed, was a highly controversial late addition. The
Barangaroo Development Authority, which is a part of the NSW government, has described the
$6 billion development as “one of the most ambitious urban renewal projects in the world today”
(Barangaroo Development Authority 2016).

Millers Point borders and overlooks Barangaroo and it is likely that the key players involved
in the development were keen that the public housing in sight of Barangaroo be removed or
extensively renovated. This view is given much credence by the remarkable statement in October
2012 by the then NSW Finance Minister when he announced that the government was consider-
ing selling off public housing in Millers Point as the homes were perceived to be not compatible
with the Barangaroo development:

“Much of the Land and Housing Corporation’s portfolio at Millers Point is poorly suited for
social housing, being heritage-listed older houses which cannot be modified to meet modern
requirements . . . Inevitably, when considering the future of Millers Point, the government
needs to consider it in the context of all of the surrounding areas, including the Barangaroo
redevelopment area”. (in Tovey 2012)

The announcement in March 2014 that all of the public housing tenants were to be moved
was thus not a total surprise. The government went to great lengths to justify the blanket dis-
placement distributing a 17-page media package to journalists on the day of the announcement
(Darcy & Rogers 2016). In her media release, the minister stated that the properties “will be sold,
due to the cost of maintenance, significant investment required to improve properties to an
acceptable standard, and high potential sale values” (Goward 2014). A key and powerful part of
the government’s legitimation exercise was that the revenue accrued from the sale would be used
to build 1,500 new social housing dwellings.

The most recent blow for the Millers Point/Sirius community (July, 2016) has been the deci-
sion by the NSW Environment Minister, to reject the request by the NSW Heritage Council for
the Sirius Building to be heritage-listed (Muller 2016). The minister made it clear that the govern-
ment’s aim was to sell the building to a developer who would have the right to demolish the build-
ing and claimed that a heritage listing would diminish its value by $70 million (Saulwick 2016).

By March 2017, despite an intense campaign by the tenants themselves and support from the
City of Sydney council, the opposition Labour Party, The Greens and union support (see Darcy
& Rogers 2016) about 540 tenants had moved and only around 40 tenants were left in Millers
Point and the Sirius Building (Mowbray 2017). The government had succeeded in its quest to
displace tenants through a multi-pronged strategy. The key strategy was a threat to terminate
the public housing status of tenants if they refused two formal offers of alternative public housing
accommodation (personal communication from Redfern Legal Centre). For most tenants, almost
all were dependent on government benefits, surviving in the private rental market was unthink-
able. Another strategy was to offer tenants pristine public housing in areas they wanted to move
to (most were settled in areas within 10 km of the CBD), and the implicit threat that if they
refused an offer they may lose the possibility of ultimately accessing decent, well-located accom-
modation. At the same time, it was evident that many of the homes in Millers Point were becom-
ing difficult to live in due to the housing authority not carrying out basic maintenance. The
government’s “victory” was also made possible by the failure of the opposition to galvanise
enough public support. The hegemony of a neo-liberal perspective meant that a large proportion
of the citizenry felt that the public housing tenants in Millers and the Sirius Building had no
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right to housing in such a sought-after area and it was time for them to move on.4 The govern-
ment’s statement that the revenue generated would be used to build an additional 1,500 social
housing dwellings certainly helped dissipate opposition.

5 | METHODOLOGY

The paper draws on semi-structured in-depth interviews with 13 residents (including one couple)
who have moved from Millers Point and six residents who have thus far (September 2016)
resisted the move. Interviewees were recruited with the assistance of the Redfern Legal Centre,
the Millers Point Community Working Party, Friends of Millers Point and through word of
mouth. Ethics permission was obtained through the Research & Innovation Office at the Univer-
sity of Technology Sydney.

In regards to the interviewees who have moved, seven were female and six male; three were
under 50; three were between 50 and 64; four were between 65 and 70 and three were older than
85. Ten of the interviewees lived in single person households; two were partnered and only one
household had dependent children. All of the residents interviewed who still lived in Millers
Point or the Sirius Building were female and lived by themselves. The youngest was 63 and the
oldest 89. Three of the interviews were phone interviews. The remainder were conducted face-to-
face.

For residents who have moved away, the number of years that they resided in Millers Point/
the Sirius Building, ranged from 2 to 63 years, with an average of 29 years. For those who are
still residents in Millers Point/Sirius Building, the number of years that they have resided there
ranges from 30 to 84 years, with an average of 63 years.

In the case of interviewees who had moved, the semi-structured interviews covered the follow-
ing themes — accommodation in Millers Point, why they decided to move, everyday life in the
new area compared to life in Millers Point, perceptions of the new area, accommodation in the
new area, social ties in the new area, family support, the health impacts of the move and how res-
idents saw the future. Interviewees who had not moved from Millers Point were asked about
their history in Millers Point, perceptions of everyday life in Millers Point, their accommodation,
social ties, the impact of the announcement that they would have to move, why they have decided
to resist the move, the removal process and how they saw the future. The software package
NVivo was used to organise the data.

6 | THE IMPACT ON PUBLIC HOUSING TENANTS OF THE
ANNOUNCEMENT THAT THEY WERE ALL TO BE MOVED

The focus is on the psychological distress the announcement evoked. In order to understand the
impact, it is necessary to take cognisance of the strong sense of community and place attachment
that have prevailed in both Millers Point and the Sirius Building historically. The longevity of res-
idence, the homogeneity of the residents, the physical structure of the area and the design of the
Sirius Building all combined to create the foundation for strong social ties, mutual assistance and
intense place attachment. Many of the interviewees portrayed Millers Point “as like a family”.

Strong place attachment was especially so in the case of interviewees whose association with
Millers Point went back three or even four generations. Age was also a major factor. In the case of
older residents who had had a long association with the area, the announcement evoked enormous
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anxiety and distress. Their place attachment was extremely strong and the thought of moving was
shattering. Not only did they have strong social contacts, but the assistance of their neighbours for
everyday tasks like shopping and assistance when ill, were often crucial. In contrast, tenants who
had been in the area for a relatively short period of time and who did not have strong ties in the
area generally had little problem moving. Their place attachment was minimal and the homes they
were offered were usually in far better condition than their homes in Millers Point.

Noteworthy is that even some of the more recent residents found the announcement that they
would have to move profoundly unsettling. They had developed strong social ties, “loved the
community” and their place attachment was substantial.

The announcement evoked intense anxiety and stress amongst all of the interviewees. Tenants
spoke about falling ill, hardly eating, difficulty sleeping, having to consult their doctor and a
counsellor and becoming more and more reclusive following the announcement. A third genera-
tion Millers Point resident in her early sixties, spoke of her enormous distress in the days follow-
ing the announcement:

“Well I couldn’t eat or sleep for over a week. If I tried to eat, I was sick. At that time I was
job searching. I had to take time off from that so I had to go and get a medical certificate
. . . After that I had counselling cos I couldn’t handle it”. (Cheryl)5

Cheryl felt that having spent her whole life in Millers Point, the expectation that she should
now move was unacceptable. She has refused to move and in March 2017 was still living in the
family home in Millers Point. Almost all of her neighbours had succumbed to the pressure
imposed and had moved.

Joan, 68 years old at the time of the interview, had had a similar response to Cheryl. She had
been living in the area for over 50 years and had been in her present home for 25 years. Her
home was impeccable and it was evident that she had devoted an enormous amount of time and
energy to making her home comfortable. Following a family tragedy when she was much
younger, the community had given her enormous support. Her place attachment was intense:

“I don’t think I’ve been the same person [since the announcement], emotionally you know.
I’ve been a bit of a nervous wreck. I’ve been angry and can’t sleep. Been to the doctor . . . So
you just think, ‘What’s life all about?’ So you have your depression and you have your sleep-
lessness and you have yeah, and all you seem to talk about when you run into anyone is all
about this”.

Like Cheryl, Joan has refused to move despite being put under enormous pressure by the state
government’s housing authority.

Residents were extremely concerned that they would be separated from their community and
placed in an area where they would not know anybody:

“My daughter kept saying, ‘Well move’. I said, ‘I don’t want to move. I can’t move’. I said,
‘I wouldn’t know how to live anywhere else’”. (Cheryl)

A central factor contributing to stress and anxiety was the uncertainty. Long-established
tenants were placed in a situation where they had no idea what the future held. Neville and Marie
had lived in the same house in Millers Point for 35 years:
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“It was at the time [just after the announcement] it really you know I went to the doctor
and I got sleeping pills . . . I just couldn’t sleep at night you know thinking, ‘Where are we
going to end up?’” (Neville)

They decided that they would not be able to withstand the uncertainty and decided to move
about six months after the announcement.

Margaret had lived and worked in Millers Point for 25 years. She worked at one of the pubs
in Millers Point and her social connections were extensive. The thought of having to leave the
area totally destabilised her. She became more and more reclusive and ultimately moved into her
bedroom and lost her emotional attachment to her home and Millers Point:

“That was home and then in the end they had me that way that I was just living in my bed-
room. I wasn’t enjoying the house at all anymore . . . That’s how they got me in the end . . .

Like it didn’t feel like home. In the end I didn’t want to be there. They just made it feel like
it wasn’t mine anymore”.

She moved about a year after the announcement.
The single women interviewed had strong place attachment. They spoke about how safe they

felt in Millers Point and their intense fear of being moved to an unsafe situation:

“But as I said, I mean it was my home. I loved living there. I felt really safe there and it [the
announcement and subsequent pressures to move] was a completely traumatic experience . . . It
took a real health toll. Not sleeping, unable to concentrate . . . I was smoking like a packet a
day. I was smoking about eight a day before all that started . . . I’m normally a great sleeper. I
was sleeping 3 hours a night . . . I couldn’t do anything. I became a bit obsessive at times like
just anxious to the verge of panic attacks . . .” (Carol)

Single parents thrived in Millers Point. Heather was a single parent with two children. She
had received constant support from her neighbours after moving to Millers Point and had a great
affection for the area. The announcement precipitated serious depression:

“After the announcement . . . for 2 weeks I just remember I didn’t want to get out of the
house [but] I had to . . . It was like a grey cloud literally. It felt like, everything is so grey.
And then I thought of harming myself, of doing something drastic and I thought I’ve got to
make sure that I let people know why . . .”

7 | THE IMPACT OF BEING FORCED TO MOVE FROM
MILLERS POINT

As mentioned, for residents whose place attachment was minimal, moving from the area was not
necessarily an issue. However, for almost all of the interviewees who had a strong connection to
the area, displacement has been a harrowing experience. The key consequences of displacement
were anxiety, depression, loneliness and a profound sadness at the loss of community. Interviewees
felt that in Millers Point they were part of a community. They had regular social contact and social
connections they could rely on. Overnight these were stripped away: “It was like leaving your
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family” (David, 86 years old). David had lived in the Millers Point area for 68 years. He desper-
ately missed the companionship he had had and the social assistance. When he was ill, neighbours
would bring him food and ensure he was okay. Not surprisingly, his place attachment was deep:

“It [Millers Point] was like one big family. Everyone knew everyone and if anyone was sick
they’d help out and if you didn’t see someone in the traps or in the street they’d be asking
how they are . . . I found it very good in Kent Street. You sit out there and read the paper
and people would come past and have a yap and all that . . . Just being able to walk down
the street to the pub and you always know someone there. Have a couple of drinks, walk
around the streets and bump into someone . . . Yeah. You could always go down the road
and meet someone to talk to . . . We each knew each other’s interests and you knew what to
talk about. Those friendships build up over time. It doesn’t happen overnight”.

I asked David how his friends who had moved from Millers Point were faring. He emphasised
the loneliness of their situation:

“They miss Millers Point. They’re all isolated like me. Like Peter knows no one where he is.
He says people that live around him they swap ‘Good mornings’ and that’s about it”.

The loss of community was a persistent theme. Almost all of the interviewees viewed Millers
Point as a genuine and unique community where people watched out for one another:

“Millers Point . . . they accepted you there. I don’t know. It was just a really good, strong
community. They looked after each other there and you know a lot of us talk about each other
and everything but everyone was there to help”. (Margaret)

Asked what she missed about Millers Point, Carol responded,

“The community, the community feel. That’s the main thing and the characters that were
down there. You know it’s [the area she has moved to] just nothing. It’s a ghost town”.

The loss of community was deeply felt by Wendy who lived on her own:

“I miss being able to walk out the front door and know people. I feel a lot more lonely . . . I
wanted a nice place, but I also just wanted a bit, like you say before to be connected. I got a
beautiful place, but I’m not connected. . . . It [Millers Point] was a comfortable place. I never
felt lonely”.

Marie reflected on everyday life in Millers Point compared to her situation:

“People don’t mix [in the area they had moved to] . . .you know . . . [In Millers Point] you
couldn’t walk out the door without bumping into somebody you know and you’d say, ‘Look,
I’ve really got to go. I’ve been talking to you for half an hour’. You don’t have that here”.

Barry was 90 when he was moved from Millers Point. He had lived in the area since 1954
and had moved into the Sirius Building in 1980. He had no social ties in the area he had been
moved to and desperately missed the few social contacts he had had in the Sirius Building:
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“When you are old you can’t make friends with young people. I understand it because I have
seen it many times. And the old people? Well, they have their own way . . . A good relation-
ship with someone of your age, it’s very hard. And when I left Sirius a few people of my age
or a little bit younger but they’re gone so I’m on my own and here there’s no one . . . No,
I’m on my own here. I think there won’t be any connection . . . or you know someone who
you can trust”.

Like other older displaced tenants, the government housing authority gave Barry no support
after he moved.

A number of the interviewees found that the loss of community precipitated anxiety and
depression. Carol, who was in her early 50s and single, found the move particularly difficult:

“And then when I got here kind of I was happy to leave Millers Point by that stage because
I just wanted to put all the stress behind me. But then I got here and I just went you know,
I just got really depressed when I moved in here. I’m just starting to emerge from it now.
I’ve been here 4 months . . . It’s been awful. I really felt completely traumatised . . . I think
you go through a grieving process once you leave . . . It’s just really sad”.

8 | CONCLUSIONS

The interviews clearly showed that the human cost of displacement through gentrification is
potentially dramatic, especially in an area where many of the residents have strong place attach-
ment. This is especially so in the case of older residents who have lived in the same neighbour-
hood for most or all of their lives. Many of the older residents who had moved from Millers
Point/the Sirius Building lost their familiar neighbourhood, home and social ties. Their limited
mobility made it extremely difficult for them to retain social ties over distance. The result was
dangerous levels of isolation. As Danermark et al. (1996) illustrate, forced displacement of older
people is potentially life-threatening. However, it was not only the older residents who found the
move traumatic. Younger interviewees also spoke about feeling traumatised after the removal
announcement and their subsequent move.

The residents who have resisted the move have for the moment retained their homes and
some social ties but the pressure on them is intense as the authorities continue to pressurise them
to vacate. There is an underlying fear that they may lose their public housing status if they con-
tinue to resist. Their resistance is premised on strong place attachment and a perception that
Millers Point/the Sirius Building is a central core of their lives. They are deeply fearful of the
implications of being moved.

If the current selling trend continues, it is estimated that the sale will realise about $680 mil-
lion, about $180 million more than the government’s initial projection of $500 million. Tenants
have posed the obvious questions — why can the government not use some of this largesse to
repair the public housing dwellings in Millers Point and allow those residents who want to
remain in their homes, to stay? Another crucial question is why is the building of more public
housing dependent on the sale of public housing in Millers Point and the Sirius Building? This
question is made more pertinent in light of the NSW government’s budget surplus of $3.4 billion
dollars in 2015–2016 and the substantial revenue from stamp duty (stamp duty is accrued from
house sales) — $8.9 billion in 2016–2017 (Nicholls 2016).
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The critical theorists warned of the implications of only utilising “instrumental reason” in the
formulation of policy, arguing that you need to always take account of the human cost of any
policy implementation. As Brenner (2009: 202) states, “They argued against the societal generali-
sation of a means–ends rationality oriented towards the purposive-rational . . . an efficient linking
of means to ends, without interrogation of the ends themselves.” As illustrated, in the case of
Millers Point and the Sirius Building, the focus primarily on the revenue that the sale of the pub-
lic housing stock will generate has resulted in enormous suffering.

Fainstein (2010) defines a just city as a city that is premised on democratic decision-making,
the maintenance of diversity and social mix and the minimisation of inequality. The displacement
of Millers Point residents has been a profoundly undemocratic process. There was no prior dis-
cussion with residents and subsequent requests for a genuine dialogue and compromise have been
largely ignored.6 The move will exacerbate the already deep and growing spatial divide between
rich and poor in Sydney and the social mix that was a feature of Millers Point will be obliterated
along with its rich history. A major concern is that in this age of deepening neo-liberalism, the
Millers Point/Sirius Building displacement could be the start of a major state government offen-
sive against public housing tenants in other sought after gentrifying/gentrified areas.

ENDNOTES

1 Australia has three levels of government — federal, state and local. Sydney is located in New South Wales. The
New South Wales state government is responsible for policy around public housing in Sydney and for major
urban projects.

2 Cred Community Planning was commissioned by the Land and Housing Corporation which is part of Family and
Community Services to conduct a study into the impact that the sale of Millers Point would have on residents.
The Sirius Building was never part of the Social Impact Assessment (Reilly 2013). Social housing properties
included in the sale include a number in Dawes Point and The Rocks which are adjacent suburbs. When people
talk of Millers Point, they often include the area of Dawes Point.

3 The Maritime Services Board was formerly known as the Sydney Harbour Trust established in 1900. Its main
function was to manage Sydney Harbour. The wharves around Millers Point were a central part of the Sydney
Harbour and homes were built for the workers and their families.

4 This was evident from the comments of readers in response to opinion pieces on Millers Point in the Sydney
Morning Herald, the most liberal Sydney daily newspaper.

5 All the names used are pseudonyms.
6 In November 2015, the government agreed to renovate existing stock in Millers Point and create 28 apartments
(24 were one-bedroom, one is two-bedroom and three are three-bedroom) to accommodate Millers Point resi-
dents who are refusing to move. However, most of the residents had moved at the time of this announcement
and most of those still in Millers Point felt that the units were too small and not suitable for older, more frail
residents. By August 2016, only 13 of the units had been occupied.

REFERENCES

Alawadi, K. (2016) ‘Place attachment as a motivation for community preservation: the demise of an old, bustling,
Dubai community’, Urban Studies, 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016664690.

Arthurson, K. (2012) Social Mix and the Cities: Challenging the Mixed Communities Consensus in Housing and Urban
Planning Policies, Melbourne, CSIRO Publishing.

Arthurson, K. and Darcy, M. (2015) ‘The historical construction of “the public housing problem” and deconcentra-
tion policies’. In R. Duffy-Jones and D. Rogers (eds) Housing in 21st-Century Australia, Farnham, Ashgate, pp.
173–186.

Atkinson, R. (2004) ‘The evidence on the impact of gentrification; new lessons for the urban renaissance?’, Euro-
pean Journal of Housing Policy, 4 (1), 107–31.

© 2017 Australian Social Policy Association

MORRIS 13



Atkinson, M., Wulff, M., Reynolds, M. and Spinney, A. (2011) Gentrification and Displacement: The Household Impacts
of Neighbourhood Change, Final Report, No. 160, Melbourne, AHURI.

Barangaroo Development Authority (2016) Barangaroo Overview, Sydney, New South Wales Government and
Barangaroo Development Authority, http://www.barangaroo.com/discover-barangaroo/overview.aspx (ac-
cessed 3 September 2016).

Bounds, M. and Morris, A. (2006) ‘Second wave gentrification in inner-city Sydney’, Cities, 23 (2), 99–108.
Brenner, N. (2009) ‘What is critical urban theory?’, City, 13 (2–3), 198–207.
Butler, T. and Hamnett, C. (2009) ‘Walking backwards to the future – waking up to class and gentrification in

London’, Urban Policy and Research, 27 (3), 217–28.
Chan, K. (1986) ‘Ethnic urban space, urban displacement and forced relocation: the case of Chinatown in Montreal’,

Canadian Ethic Studies, 18, 65–78.
Danermark, B.D., Ekstrom, M.E. and Bodin, L. (1996) ‘Effects of residential relocation on mortality and morbidity

among elderly people’, European Journal of Public Health, 6 (3), 212–7.
Darcy, R. and Rogers, D. (2016) ‘‘Place, political culture and post-Green-Ban resistance: public housing in Millers

Point Sydney’, Cities, 57, 47–54.
Fainstein, S. (2010) The Just City, Ithaca, Cornell University Press.
Fitzgerald, S. and Keating, C. (1991) Millers Point, The Urban Village, Sydney, Hale & Iremonger.
Fitzpatrick, S. and Pawson, H. (2014) ‘Ending security of tenure for social renters: transitioning to ‘ambulance ser-

vice’ social housing?’, Housing Studies, 29 (5), 597–615.
Freeman, L. and Braconi, F. (2004) ‘Gentrification and displacement: New York City in the 1990s’, Journal of the

American Planning Association, Winter, 70 (1), 39–52.
Goward, P. (2014) High Cost Harbourside Assets to be Sold for a Fairer Social Housing System, Media release, 19

March, Sydney, Minister for Family and Community Services.
Hamnett, C. (2003) ‘Gentrification and the middle class remaking of inner London, 1961-2001’, Urban Studies, 40,

2401–26.
Hartman, C., Keating, D. and LeGates, R. (1982) Displacement: How to Fight It, San Francisco, Berkley, University

of California Press.
Hasham, N. (2014) ‘Millers point: a community under the hammer’, Sydney Morning Herald, http://www.smh.com.a

u/interactive/2014/millers-point/plan.html (accessed 1 May 2016).
Jou, S.-C., Clark, E. and Chen, H.-W. (2016) ‘Gentrification and revanchist urbanism in Tapei?’, Urban Studies, 53

(3), 560–76.
Kemeny, J. (2006) ‘Corporatism and housing regimes’, Housing, Theory and Society, 23 (1), 1–18.
Kohlbacher, J., Reeger, U. and Schnell, P. (2015) ‘Place attachment and social ties – migrants and natives in three

urban settings in Vienna’, Population, Space and Place, 21, 446–62.
Lees, L., Slater, T. and Wyly, E. (eds) (2008) Gentrification, New York, Routledge.
LeGates, R.T. and Hartman, C. (1986) ‘The anatomy of displacement in the United States’. In N. Smith and P.

Williams (eds) Gentrification of the City, Boston, Allen & Unwin, pp. 178–203.
Levy, G.H. (2012) Property Asset Utilisation Taskforce Report, Sydney, Finance & Services, NSW Government.
Ley, D. and Dobson, C. (2008) ‘Are there limits to gentrification? The contexts of impeded gentrification in Van-

couver’, Urban Studies, 45 (12), 2471–98.
Manzo, L.C., Kleit, R.G. and Couch, D. (2008) ‘“Moving three times is like having your house on fire once”: the

experience of place and impending displacement among public housing residents’, Urban Studies, 45 (9), 1855–
78.

Marcuse, P. (1985) ‘Gentrification, abandonment and displacement: connections, causes and policy responses in
New York City’, Journal of Urban and Contemporary Law, 28, 195–240.

Marris, P. (1986) Loss and Change, London, Routledge.
Mazzoldi, R. (2014) ‘Millers point: a long history’, Tenant News 108.
McNally, L. and Code, B. (2016) ‘Heritage listing push for Sydney’s iconic Sirius Building’, ABC News, http://

www.abc.net.au/news/2016-02-19/nsw-minister-to-consider-calls-to-protect-sirius-brutalism/7183256 (accessed
15 August 2016).

Mowbray, R. (2017) Millers Point . . . Time to Reflect, Sydney, Clearing House, Tenants Union of NSW, http://clear
inghousetunsw.blogspot.com.au/2017/02/millers-point-time-to-reflect.html (accessed 4 March 2017).

© 2017 Australian Social Policy Association

14 MORRIS



Muller, S. (2016) ‘Sirius building will not receive heritage listing, NSW government declares’. Sydney Morning Her-
ald, 31 July, http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/sirius-building-will-not-receive-heritage-listing-nsw-government-dec
lares-20160731-gqhp0f.html (accessed 3 August 2016).

Murdie, R. and Teixeira, C. (2011) ‘The impact of gentrification on ethnic neighbourhoods in Toronto: a case
study of little Portugal’, Urban Studies, 48 (1), 61–83.

Newman, K. and Wyly, E.K. (2006) ‘The right to stay put, revisited: gentrification and resistance to displacement
in New York City’, Urban Studies, 43 (1), 23–57.

Nicholls, S. (2016) ‘NSW budget 2016: surpluses ahead but GST payments to collapse’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21
June, http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/nsw-budget-2016-surpluses-ahead-but-gst-payments-to-collapse-20160620-
gpn2vm.html (accessed 5 July 2016).

NSW Government (1999) Millers Point Conservation Area, Sydney, Office of Environment & Heritage, NSW
Government, http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID=5001049
(accessed 8 March 2016).

NSW Government (2017) Millers Point Delivers a Further $25 Million Boost for Social Housing, Sydney, Finances,
Services & Innovation, NSW Government, https://www.finance.nsw.gov.au/about-us/media-releases/millers-
point-delivers-further-25-million-boost-social-housing (accessed 21 March 2017).

Paccoud, A. (2015) Private-Rental Led Gentrification in England: Displacement, Commodification and Dispossession, Lon-
don, Luxembourg Institute of Socio-Economic Research (LISER) Working Papers.

Pickett, C. (2013) Sirius on the Rocks, Sydney, Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences, https://maas.museum/inside-
the-collection/2013/05/08/sirius-on-the-rocks/ (accessed 18 April 2016).

Reilly, S. (2013) Social Impact Assessment of the Potential Social Impacts on the Existing Millers Point Community, and
the Broader Housing System, That May Result from the Sale of Any Further Social Housing in Millers Point, Sydney,
Cred Community Planning, https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0005/295592/Millers_Point_SIA.
PDF (accessed 1 August 2016).

Robinson, D. (2009) ‘The search for community cohesion: key themes and dominant concepts of the public policy
agenda’, Urban Studies, 42, 1411–27.

Saulwick, J. (2016) ‘NSW Heritage Council ‘disappointed’ in Sirius building’s impending destruction’, Sydney Morn-
ing Herald, 3 August, http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/nsw-heritage-council-disappointed-in-sirius-buildings-impe
nding-destruction-20160802-gqivs5.html (accessed 5 August 2016).

Scannell, L. and Gifford, R. (2010) ‘Defining place attachment: a tripartite organizing framework’, Journal of Envi-
ronmental Psychology, 30 (1), 1–110.

Shaw, K. (2005) ‘Local limits to gentrification: implications for a new urban policy’. In R. Atkinson and G. Bridge
(eds) Gentrification in a Global Context: The New Urban Colonialism, New York, Routledge, pp. 168–84.

Shumaker, S.A. and Taylor, R.B. (1983) ‘Toward a clarification of people-place relationships: a model of attachment
to place’. In N.R. Feimer and E.S. Geller (eds) Environmental Psychology: Directions and Perspectives, New York,
Praeger, pp. 219–51.

Slater, P. (2009) ‘Missing Marcuse: on gentrification and displacement’, City, 13 (2–3), 292–311.
Smith, N. (1986) ‘Gentrification, the frontier, and the restructuring of urban space’. In N. Smith and P. Williams

(eds) Gentrification of the City, Boston, Allen & Unwin, pp. 153–77.
Smith, N. (1996) The New Urban Frontier, Gentrification and the Revanchist City, London, Routledge.
Tovey, J. (2012) ‘Residents stick to their point of community‘, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 October, http://www.

smh.com.au/nsw/residents-stick-to-their-point-of-community-20121025-288bh.html (accessed 8 April 2016).
Twigge-Molecey, A. (2014) ‘Exploring resident experiences of indirect displacement in a neighbourhood undergo-

ing gentrification: the case of Saint-Henri in Montr�eal’, Canadian Journal of Urban Research, 23 (1), 1–22.
Wade, M. (2015) ‘How things have changed for Sydney’s first home buyers’, Sydney Morning Herald, June 13.

http://www.domain.com.au/news/how-things-have-changed-for-sydneys-first-home-buyers-20150612-ghm408/
(accessed 2 July 2016).

Watt, P. (2008) ‘The only class in town? Gentrification and the middle class colonization of the city and the urban
imagination’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 32, 206–11.

Zukin, S. (1987) ‘Gentrification: culture and capital in the urban core’, Annual Review of Sociology, 13, 129–47.

© 2017 Australian Social Policy Association

MORRIS 15



Alan Morris is a research Professor in the Institute for Public Policy and Governance at
the University of Technology Sydney. Recent publications include The Australian Dream:
Housing Experiences of Older Australians (CSIRO Publishing, 2016) and A Practical
Introduction to In-depth Interviewing (SAGE, 2015).

How to cite this article: Morris A. “It was like leaving your family”: Gentrification and
the impacts of displacement on public housing tenants in inner-Sydney. Aust J Soc Issues.
2017;00:1–16, doi: 10.1002/ajs4.10.

© 2017 Australian Social Policy Association

16 MORRIS


