Waterloo, a potted history
Waterloo is an inner Sydney suburb between Sydney City, Redfern, Erskineville, Alexandria and Zetland. It was originally farm land and then became a high density manufacturing area. With this ‘industrialisation’, which began in 1910, came a massive increase in population to supply the workforce. These people were housed in cheap high density terrace houses, all within walking distance of the factories. As a legacy of the early farming activities in the area there is a large Chinese community predominantly from the Go Yui region to the west of Canton. They built a Chinese temple in 1909 which still stands today in Retreat Street. 

The area suffered badly through the series of depressions in the thirties and deteriorated into a typical inner city industrial slum. This social adversity created a very strong community, the remnants of which still exist today. From this period of intense adversity arose many prominent politicians, both state and federal. Their social policies are still referred to today and in many cases are still active. 

In 1972 the government of the day announced plans to clear by demolition some twenty six acres of housing in the Waterloo area to build more high rise Housing Commission properties. This caused uproar in the area and the community rose up as one. From this sense of community outrage came a strong alliance with the Builders Labourers Union, many of whose members lived in the area, and a “Green Ban” campaign was mounted. After a long, bitter, and frequently acrimonious campaign, the Commission accepted that the concept of high rise buildings was outdated and a much more desirable course of action was to renovate terraces and build sympathetic low rise infill housing. 

Today almost seventy percent of the dwellings in Waterloo are owned by a state housing authority. These properties accommodate a large number of individuals and families with high support needs [including those generated by poorly treated mental health issues and associated experiences]. The tighter targeting of public housing in the Waterloo area has caused a marked shift in the makeup of the “Housing” community. Over sixty percent of all public housing allocations in Waterloo were of a ‘priority’ nature [for people with serious or multiple problems] compared to twenty five percent in Western Sydney. This was identified by Professor Tony Vinson of the University of New South Wales School of Social Science in a paper published in 1999. This trend has increased over the intervening years to date. 

Over the period the area has been used by every would be Social Engineering genius as a laboratory for their experiments. When they eventually discovered that the wheel had been successfully invented before their time and decided to move on, each one left behind them a trail of social destruction and shattered hopes. The community had to heal itself after each such occasion. The resultant scar tissue became the predominant skin surface and there was no room left for more “social engineering experiments”. This state of community destruction by the outcome of a long series of failed experiments was finally recognised and declared by the Commonwealth Attorney General’s Department in their presentation to the Community Safety Taskforce as set up by the Premiers Department as part of its Redfern Waterloo Partnership Project. It was identified that the community was “overconsulted” and extremely wary of “Social Engineers” as well as having developed a very high awareness of the damage done by undelivered or broken promises. It was further identified that the surviving community had the ability to recognise a social engineer before their feet hit the ground and would shut down on them as a defence mechanism. 

The Department of Housing created a Neighbourhood Advisory Board [NAB] as part of its Tenant Participation programme under the stewardship of Jennifer Westacott and Annette Gallard. It has had a varied path, always rather turbulent, and has survived through to today. It was the prototype or experimental model. Some would tell you it ‘slipped its collar’, others would tell you it was a success story. Housing NSW has ‘showcased’ it as an example of successful Tenant Participation and Community Development. 

It is fiercely independent and protective of the HNSW tenants of the area, just ask any stuffed shirt on a large white horse who thought that they were going to tell the natives how to behave. They always come out looking like a reject from a concrete mixer. Others, with a genuine concern and interest in the tenants and their lifestyle, such as the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute [AHURI], the University of New South Wales School of Social Science, Local Government Councillors, the local member, and the odd HNSW staffer, thoroughly enjoy coming along and having a chinwag over a cuppa. 

Over the years it is surprising the number of Tenant Participation and Community Development activities that have originated from the activities of both the NAB itself and its individual members. Many of these activities have been showcased around the City, State, Country, and overseas. There is every indication that this process of conception, development and implementation of tenant based community development activity will continue. The hard earned respect that the Waterloo NAB has generated from various local and state government bodies will be used and fostered by the NAB to ensure that it maintains and expands its delivery of service to the tenant community that it serves. 
   “WATERLOO”  - an important documentary revived!

“Waterloo” is an historical account of the 1970’s battle by residents of this inner Sydney suburb to save the area from slum clearance and redevelopment by public housing authorities.

In the early 70’s the state government initiated a massive scheme to pull down inner city terraces (slums) to build the new public housing estates that the government now wants to redevelop. “Waterloo” sets out to understand the residents fight-back in terms of the history of the suburb itself: The poverty and overcrowding at the turn of the century, and the impractical, idealistic solutions proposed by the planners. It also looks at Waterloo in the context of urban housing struggles in Sydney: the anti-eviction campaigns of the 30’s, the rise of the Resident Action movement in the late 60’s and the alliance it formed with building unions resulting in the now world famous Green Bans. 

“Waterloo” (50 minutes) is available from filmmaker Tom Zubrycki <tzub@ozemail.com.au> or your local library may have it available for loan. 
