The Loss of Public Housing in Bayside
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The Banksia and Arncliffe suburbs have been radically changed over the past three
decades. They've often been touted as being one of the city's urban renewal and
infrastructure projects, however, redevelopment of the public housing estates in these
suburbs tells a more sinister tale, of one that is focused on displacement, social erasure,
and putting private development ahead of vulnerable communities. Beginning in the
1990s with state-led rezonings and accelerating in the 2000s and 2010s, public housing
across Bayside was systematically cleared or dumped, typically on the grounds of
outdated infrastructure, airport noise, or under-use. In Arncliffe alone, 142 public
housing dwellings were planned for destruction during the mid-2010s to be replaced by a
"mixed-tenure community" dominated by private developers. While the redevelopments
are providing new social housing, it seems they've also brought with them the loss of
community ties, lower affordability, and the absence of genuine consultation with
residents. The removal of public housing in Banksia and Arncliffe constitutes a localised
injustice with lasting effects for Bayside's social and cultural fabric. Through planning
reports, resident accounts, and urban policy study, the process in these suburbs speaks
louder than administrative change, they signal a broader shift in how Bayside's identity
and needs have been shifted by market-led development. And hence, a story emerges,
of urban displacement, compelled by rezoning and redevelopment, that is comparatively

underlooked in wider accounts of Sydney's growth and change.

The development of public housing in the Bayside Council region, particularly within
suburbs such as Arncliffe and Banksia, is fundamentally rooted in the post-World War I
era. During this period, the New South Wales government initiated a significant program
to address acute housing shortages and escalating urban poverty. The pressure exerted
on Sydney’s housing market by returning servicemen, war widows, and successive waves
of immigrants necessitated state intervention. Public housing arose not only as a form of
social welfare but also as a mechanism of urban planning. The St George area, which was

predominantly working-class and semi-industrial at the time, was identified as a suitable



site for such intervention. Its proximity to employment centres, established transport
infrastructure, and the availability of undeveloped land made it particularly attractive for
large-scale public housing schemes. The 1950s marked the emergence of substantial
public housing estates in Arncliffe, with significant expansion throughout the 1970s,
especially along Eden Street, Princes Highway, and Wollongong Road, where the Housing
Commission of NSW constructed clusters of brick apartment complexes. These
developments provided affordable, reliable accommodation to low- income households,
many of whom were post-war European migrants, and later, migrants from Asia and the
Middle East. Oral histories and local accounts frequently describe these estates as
cohesive communities, characterised by mutual support among residents, intergenerational
households, and local children attending nearby schools. Public housing did not merely
address a functional need; it became deeply embedded in the social and cultural identity of
Arncliffe and Banksia. In suburbs largely bypassed by private developers and lacking the
prestige of Sydney’s more affluent eastern districts, public housing became instrumental in
fostering a sense of place, belonging, and multiculturalism. The estates became some of the
most culturally diverse parts of Bayside, and despite the persistent stigma associated with
social housing in broader public discourse, these estates offered residents continuity and
stability amid the rapid transformation of the city. By the 1990s however, policy perspectives
began to shift as public housing became viewed less as a social right and more as a challenge.
The political narrative shifted toward concerns about “underused assets” and “urban blight,”
setting the stage for the significant demolitions and redevelopments that later altered the
landscape of Arncliffe and Banksia. Nevertheless, to fully comprehend the impact of these
transformations, it is essential to acknowledge the longstanding role of public housing in the
social fabric of these suburbs, particularly in supporting the working poor, the elderly, and
migrant communities who had limited housing alternatives within an increasingly

constrained market.

A reason for this significant shift in the approach to public housing that came about in the
1990’s, may be the expansion of Sydney Airport and the introduction of Australian Noise
Exposure Forecast (ANEF) contours. With the third runway opening in 1994 and a marked
increase in aircraft movements, updated noise mapping designated areas directly beneath

flight paths as unsuitable for residential use. This included substantial portions of Arncliffe,



Banksia, and neighbouring suburbs, where public housing estates were situated. In response,
the federal government launched a comprehensive property acquisition program that
significantly altered the urban fabric of southern Bayside. Under this initiative, thousands of
properties within the 25—30 ANEF zones became subject to voluntary acquisition, with a
particular focus on regions experiencing night- time aircraft noise levels that exceeded
established residential standards. The Sydney Airport Noise Insulation and Property
Acquisition Program, coordinated between federal and state authorities, resulted in the
clearance of entire streets in suburbs such as Arncliffe and Tempe. Numerous dwellings,
including many public housing units, were subsequently demolished to establish a buffer
zone around the airport. The social ramifications of this policy were considerable. While some
private homeowners accepted the government’s buyback offers, public housing tenants
often faced eviction with limited options or compensation. Many residents received notices
terminating their tenancies and were provided with assistance that was not fully efficient and
also poorly communicated. This process frequently displaced individuals far from established
networks, schools, and essential services, thereby disrupting long-standing community ties.
Elderly tenants and those with limited English proficiency, many of whom had resided in the

area for decades, were especially vulnerable to the upheaval.

Contemporary reports document confusion, anxiety, and a lack of effective communication
from housing authorities during this period. The emotional and social costs of these
clearances were profound. Institutions such as Arncliffe Public School experienced declining
enrolments as families were relocated. Local businesses suffered from reduced patronaged,
while places of worship and community centres lost members. Once-stable, multicultural
neighbourhoods were fragmented, sometimes leaving behind only vacant lots or cleared
parkland in place of former homes. Furthermore, the airport rezoning significantly influenced
public policy regarding public housing in these suburbs. Where public housing had previously
been regarded as a long-term social investment, estates within the affected flight path zones
were increasingly viewed as temporary and depreciating assets. Government rhetoric shifted
towards describing such properties as “obsolete” or “inappropriate,” particularly in high-
noise areas. As noted by a UNSW study, the rezoning not only served environmental
objectives but also “paved the way for later redevelopment and tenure change, often under

the banner of renewal or revitalisation.” This shift in perspective laid the groundwork for the



more deliberate, market-oriented redevelopment strategies of the 2000s and 2010s. By
reclassifying large sections of Arncliffe and Banksia as unsuitable for long-term public
housing, the state created both a justification and an opportunity to transition this land to
mixed tenure or private development. What began as a noise mitigation strategy thus
became part of a broader process of urban transformation that prioritised infrastructure and

investment over existing communities.

Since the 1990s, housing policy in Bayside has followed a clear trajectory, a gradual but
deliberate withdrawal of government care for disadvantaged communities, replaced by a
preference for market solutions, developer partnerships, and superficial gestures at social
inclusion. What began with rezoning and clearance under the logic of noise mitigation
evolved into a far broader program of public housing removal and private redevelopment,
especially in suburbs like Arncliffe and Banksia. In Arncliffe, the NSW Land and Housing
Corporation (LAHC) moved to demolish 142 public housing units at Eden Street and Princes
Highway as part of its Communities Plus program, replacing them with up to 806 dwellings,
the majority privately sold. Only around 180 of these units were set aside for social housing,
which is a technical increase, but one that hides the reality of displacement, as these units
are often smaller and don’t allocate for long- term public tenancies. In nearby Banksia, similar
pressures emerged through the Bayside West Precincts Plan, and through this, Banksia
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quietly lost much of its low-income housing to zoning incentives and “renewal” projects,
where older units were left to deteriorate or sold off entirely. Tenants were displaced, often
with little public notice or recourse. In both suburbs, the promise that residents could return
to their communities after redevelopment was rarely fulfilled. Advocacy groups like Action
for Public Housing have documented that in many projects across Sydney, less than one- third
of displaced tenants are ever reinstated in the redeveloped estates. The rest are left to
navigate a worsening rental market, pushed further from schools, services, and support
networks. Replacing them are developments like Arncliffe Central, marketed to investors and
professionals with rooftop gardens, cafés, and sleek apartment towers. But these glossy
renderings conceal the reality: what once served the community has been handed over to
the market. The government’s role has shifted from provider to profiteer, and in doing so, it

has abandoned the very people public housing was meant to protect. It’s clear that from the

forced clearance of the 1999s to the privatized “renewals” of the 2010s and 2020s, the



Bayside area has witnessed a sustained erosion of public responsibility and what remains is
a reshaped cityscape, one that might be cleaner, denser, and more profitable, but is also
more exclusive, more unequal, and deeply disconnected from the needs of its original

residents.

However, the displacement of public housing residents in Arncliffe and Banksia did not occur
without resistance. Over the past three decades, local campaigns, community organisations,
and tenant advocates have voiced concerns about the demolition of homes, lack of
consultation, and the erosion of secure housing. During the airport buyback period in the
1990s and early 2000s, groups such as Save Our Suburbs raised alarms over mass evictions
and the breakdown of community ties under the justification of aircraft noise. Some protests
focused on the clearing of entire streets, where residents were given little clarity or support
in their relocation. Letters to local papers, council submissions, and grassroots advocacy
painted a picture of deep distress, particularly for elderly residents who had lived in the area
for decades. Media coverage throughout this period consistently highlighted the human cost
of these redevelopments. More recently, the St George & Sutherland Shire Leader
documented residents' objections to the Communities Plus redevelopment in Arncliffe,
including fears that the new units would not be genuinely accessible to displaced tenants,
and that the scale of high-rise private development would radically alter the neighbourhood’s
identity. Since these clearances and redevelopments, the physical landscape of Arncliffe and
Banksia has changed dramatically. High-rise apartment complexes now dominate previously
low-density housing blocks, particularly around transport corridors like the Princes Highway
and the T4 train line. While some infrastructure upgrades have accompanied this growth, like
improved roads and transit access, the primary beneficiaries have been developers and
private homeowners, not the low-income communities once rooted there. The social legacy
has been far more fractured. Affordable housing options in the area have continued to
disappear, with the 2021 Census showing that median rents in Arncliffe had risen by over
20% since 2016, pushing many former residents further south or west into less serviced
suburbs. In Bayside Council’s own Housing Strategy, the shortage of affordable rental
properties is described as “a growing issue,” yet new developments continue to target high-
end buyers. Ultimately, the community responses and media attention surrounding the loss

of public housing in Arncliffe and Banksia make clear that this was not just a planning decision,



it was a rupture. The stories of displacement, especially among the elderly and long-term
migrants, reflect how in the devaluation of public housing, a version of progress has emerged

that leaves many of the original residents behind.

The story of public housing removal in Arncliffe and Banksia is a sobering case study in how
local identities and vulnerable communities are reshaped by policy choices made under the
banner of progress. What began as a response to noise pollution, and “under- utilised assets”
evolved into a systemic sidelining of public housing and the people who relied on it. For
decades, these suburbs offered stability to working-class families, elderly residents, and
migrant communities, groups for whom home was not defined by profit but by connection.
That foundation has steadily been eroded. The transformation of Arncliffe and Banksia
reflects a broader shift across Bayside and Sydney, where government priorities have tilted
away from equity and care toward market-based development. Promises of “mixed tenure”
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and “urban renewal” have masked a long- term divestment from public housing, replacing it
with exclusionary private complexes that serve different interests entirely. While
infrastructure has improved and density has risen, we must ask at what cost did this
development come with, and to whose benefit? The removal of public housing in Bayside is
a local injustice with lasting implications, and unless future planning recognises the human

consequences of redevelopment, we risk repeating this cycle of displacement and erasure

under the guise of progress.
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