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Public estate renewals in 

Australia 

• Randolph et al. 2001: Early renewal programs promoted 

minor physical renewal (e.g. Neighbourhood 

Improvement Program) 

– New fencing 

– Streetscape improvements 

– Improved safety through minor redesigns 

• Larger estates with more ‘entrenched problems’ not 

suitable for soft approaches  major physical renewal 

(Ruming 2006) with aim of 

1. Revitalising housing stock 

2. Improving life chances, often by significantly changing local 

demographics 

3. Disassociating from stigmatised past 

Minto | Source: UrbanGrowth NSW 



Estate renewals & sense of 

place 

• Population displacement was common outcome of major 

physical renewal (Arthurson 1998; Spearritt 1974) 

– Most not taking up right-of-return offers (Popkin 2010) 

• Major physical renewal also often lead to loss of sense 

of place (Koebel 1996; Pfeiffer 2006), with noted impacts 

on community participation (Manzo & Perkins 2006) 

• Sense of loss and placelessness can be temporary but 

depends on individual capacity (cf Cox 1965; Relph 

1976) 
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Bonnyrigg 

• First social housing public-private partnership in Australia 

• Staged approach: 18 stages in 13 years 

• Residents remain on-site throughout not relocated off-site 

• Remaining public tenants transferred to community housing 

 
Pre-renewal Post-renewal 

800+ Public housing (90%) 

100+ Existing private housing 

(10%) 

700 Community housing (30%) 

100+ Existing private housing 

(<5%) 

1500+ new private housing (65%) 

• As at spring 2013: 

– Stages 1-3 completed & tenanted 

– Stages 4-6 demolished but construction halted 
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Methodology 

• Longitudinal panel study ongoing from 2012 

• Participants interviewed every 2 years (Liu & Pinnegar 

2011) 

• Shares commonality with existing work in US (Popkin 

2010) but also Dundee Families Project (Dillane et al 

2001) by taking whole-of-household approach 

• 97 households interviewed for Wave 1 (2012), 

representing households that left, those in new housing, 

those awaiting relocation, new & existing private 

households 

• Also represent 10 different language groups & different 

life stage/household compositions, reflecting local 

diversity 



Methodology 

• Four main topics covered: 

– Residents’ experiences of Bonnyrigg over time 

– Resident and community aspiration 

– People-based impacts 

– Place-based impacts 



Disruptions to sense of place 

• Physical displacement minimised due to unique 

approach 

• Instead, a fracturing effect has resulted: 

– “We were a community, but it’s been broken up now. You’ve got 

people who moved off; you’ve got people in other areas. Will all 

that come back? It’ll be something interesting to see. Can you 

build a new community?” (tenant in new home) 

– “The people that made up Bonnyrigg had moved out. There is no 

cohesion in the neighbourhood anymore.” (original private 

owner) 

 



Disruptions to sense of place 

• The disruptions of temporary relocation  limbo 

• Exacerbated by construction delays and redrafting of 

masterplan 

– “The only concern in that respect is the length of time we’re 

going to be in this other new house; whether we just live off 

suitcases or we unpack properly, you now, because we’re going 

to be stuck here for a couple of years before they get built.” 

(tenant awaiting first relocation) 

• Existing private households experienced limbo very 

much differently to relocated tenants 



Disruptions to sense of place 

“We can’t sell, 

because no one would 

buy into the estate. 

People have had 

auctions and no one’s 

turned up. What’s the 

point? You don’t know 

whether you’re going 

to keep your house, do 

renovations. We’re just 

nowhere land.” 

(original private owner) 



Placing place(less)ness 

• “The casual eradication of distinctive places and the 

making of standardised landscapes that results from an 

insensitivity to the significance of place” (Relph 1976: 

preface) 



Placing place(less)ness 

• Positive placelessness: de-

stigmatisation 

– Streets (officially) & suburb (un-officially) 

re-named: “It’s not Bonnyrigg; it’s 

Newleaf” (tenant in new home) 

– “new beginning, new life” (tenant in new 

home) 

– “It doesn’t look like a Housing 

Commission area.” (new private owner) 

– “The renewal is great. The old dwellings 

are demolished and replaced by those 

new houses. The suburb will be much 

nicer and safer.” (new private tenant) 



Placing place(less)ness 

• Placelessness & disempowerment 

– Communication lagging due to construction/PPP complexities 

– “They do it, then they ask for our advice; a bit late for that isn’t 

it?” (original private owner) 

– “I’m bitter with the government because they do whatever they 

want with us, and abuse our rights” (tenant awaiting first 

relocation) 

• Trauma compartmentalised 

– “until it’s my turn” (tenant awaiting first relocation) 

  exclusion, isolation, marginalisation 

  loss of a sense of community 



Conclusion 

• Different models of renewal present different challenges 

– Physical displacement minimised but community fractures still 

exists 

• Each grouping of residents experiences renewal and 

impacts differently 

– General well-being / personal health 

– Circumstantial / timing 

– Initial outcomes 

 



Conclusion 

• Placelessness most often prevails during ‘settling in’ 

period, when new place attachment and place identity 

are yet to form organically 

• Placelessness wanes with time, but challenge lies in 

minimising negative impacts during & immediately post-

resettlement no matter what approach/model undertaken 

 


