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Abstract: Amid Australia’s real estate boom, social housing sites are increasingly seen as prime areas for future urban development. In response, the NSW Government has announced the major redevelopment of large social housing estates, starting with the site of Ivanhoe in Sydney’s north-west, as well as selling off other social housing assets near the city centre to help raise capital. Consequently, social housing tenants are increasingly facing the prospect of being relocated. To facilitate this process, in 2014 the NSW Government introduced ‘My Property Choice’ (MPC), a choice-based letting system that allows social housing tenants to become more active in their relocation. MPC involves tenants using an on-site office to enquire about and bid for, via a ballot system, available social housing properties. As a relocation incentive, the offered properties are often more up-market and in better condition than average social housing properties; however, this comes with the caveat that these new properties are often distant from tenants’ original locations, affecting their existing social networks and proximity to some urban amenities. Drawing upon interview data collected from NSW Family and Community Services relocation coordinators (n=14) and social housing tenants (n=26), this paper examines the implementation of MPC as part of the current Sydney relocation processes, revealing tensions surrounding efforts to increase residents’ choice. Despite policy rhetoric emphasising resident ‘choice’, MPC emerges as a chance-based process as tenants seek to ‘win’ their desired relocation destinations. This process results in anxieties associated with limited understanding of the process and the ongoing concerns of ‘losers’ trying to secure appropriate properties.   
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Introduction
On 24 January 2016, the NSW Government released its report Future Directions for Social Housing, with the objectives of increasing social housing supply, developing more incentives for people to leave social housing, as well as creating a better social housing experience. Buried within these positive platitudes, is also an ideological approach with the report noting that “by 2025, Future Directions will seek to transform the social housing system in NSW from one which is dominated by public sector ownership, control and financing of assets and provision of services … [to] a greater involvement of private and non-government partners in financing, owning and managing a significantly expanded stock of social and affordable housing assets” (NSW Government 2016, p. 5). It thus implies a shift from ‘government to governance,’ where the market forces have an increased stake in shaping social housing outcomes (Morris, forthcoming). The report implies a shift from public housing (housing managed by the State Government) to community housing (housing managed by not-for-profit organisations), hence its use of the more ambiguous umbrella term social housing. 
A recent housing price boom in Sydney (Gurran and Phibbs 2016) is being used as an opportunity to leverage funding to help achieve this increase in social housing stock. The boom has meant that many social housing sites have been transformed into areas of precious real estate, and thus valuable financial assets for the NSW Government. Therefore, the Government is either selling existing social housing stock to raise funds for social housing reinvestment (as has been the case in with Miller’s Point near the centre of Sydney) or redeveloping (with increased densities) existing public housing sites with a mix of social and private housing (as has been the case with Ivanhoe in Sydney’s north-west). The latter has been conducted as part of the government’s Communities Plus Program (that also includes sites at Waterloo, Riverwood, Arncliffe and Telopea in Sydney), which has tendered private sector developers, partnered with community housing providers, to redevelop these public housing sites (Johnston and Turnbull 2016). This selling or redeveloping of social housing sites ultimately involves the large-scale relocation of social housing tenants (Morris 2017). A logistically difficult process, fraught with numerous challenges, coordinated by the NSW Department of Family and Community Services (FACS). The shortage in social housing property stock is claimed as the driver behind the mass redevelopment, this ultimately involves relocating thousands of people in a social housing system already characterised by low supply and high demand. Simply finding enough properties to relocate residents emerges as a major logistical challenge, not to mention the social, emotional and economic implications of forcing tenants to relocate (Morris 2017).
One of the tools to help facilitate this mass relocation process has been the implementation of a choice-based letting (CBL) approach called My Property Choice, based on a European model. CBL approaches, in theory, allow social housing tenants to become more involved in their relocation. The My Property Choice (MPC) program, coordinated by FACS in NSW, has only been run so far in Millers Point and Ivanhoe. It involves tenants using an on-site office to enquire about and bid for, via a secret ballot system, available social housing properties. As a relocation incentive, the offered properties are often more up-market and in better condition than average social housing properties; however, this comes with the caveat that these new properties may be distant from tenants’ original locations (i.e. Millers Point or the Ryde area), affecting their day-to-day ‘familiar’ geographies. 
Although there has been a historical interest in CBL approaches in Australia (Pawson and Hulse 2011), MPC is the first large-scale use of a CBL. In this paper, drawing upon interview data we collected during 2016/7 from government social housing relocation coordinators (n=14), social housing tenants (n=26) and social housing NGO representatives (n=3) as well as data from the MPC, we critically examine the program. We argue, that due to this context, and despite policy rhetoric emphasising residents ‘choice’, MPC has emerged as a chance-based process, as tenants seek to ‘win’ their desired relocation destinations. This process has resulted in anxieties, some of them associated with the limited understanding of the process, but also with the ongoing concern of tenants feeling like ‘losers’ or as having ‘bad luck’ when they fail to secure appropriate properties.   
The first trial of MPC took place at Millers Point, which is adjacent to Sydney’s central business district, is one of the oldest social housing sites in Sydney (Fitzgerald and Keating 1991; Morris 2017). It contains terrace houses that were built for dock workers at the beginning of the 1900s, as well as apartment blocks that were developed in the 1970s – around 600 social housing tenants resided in the area prior to the NSW Government’s sell-off process (Morris 2017). Given its proximity to the centre of Sydney, this social housing stock has long been a focus of (controversial) Government initiatives to sell and redevelop (Cook 2016; Darcy and Rogers 2016). Ivanhoe Estate, the second case of MPC, located in the north-east of Sydney, is a mixture of apartments and townhouses that was developed during the late-1980s and early 1990s. It contains 260 dwellings that have housed between 464 and 600 residents during its tenure (The Salvation Army and Macquarie University, 2014). 
Choice based letting models for Social Housing
[bookmark: _Hlk486955342]Choice-based letting (CBL) models for social housing emerged from the ‘advert’ or ‘supply’ model developed in the late-1980s in the city of Delft in the Netherlands as a response to the growing dissatisfaction with the pre-existing traditional points-based system that was criticised for its inefficiency and lack of transparency (Brown and King 2005). According to Brown and King, these reforms occurred within the broader context of the “emergence of the ‘new public management’ agenda in the Netherlands in the late-1980s” (2005: 62-3), a key feature of which was an increased emphasis on customer choice in public services. By the 1990s, CBL had been adopted by approximately 85 per cent of local authorities in the Netherlands and their housing associations (van Daalen and van der Land 2008). While these CBL models were initially guided by needs-based criteria, since 2002 there have been efforts to abolish selection criteria to create ‘equal opportunities’ for consumers and increase ‘freedom of choice.’ However, there is evidence that this policy-move reduced opportunities for lower-income households, due to increased competition (van Daalen and van der Land 2008). Overall, the conception of CBL in the Netherlands has “attracted widespread interest in other developed countries as a ‘consumerist’ quasi-market technique replacing a traditionally bureaucratic process of regulating access to social housing” (Pawson and Hulse 2011:113). Indeed, CBL was introduced in the UK in the early 2000s to move away from the conventional type of landlord-led allocations, enabling more freedom of choice for social housing tenants to select the properties where they would be living. CBL in the UK also had the intention of encouraging letting in neighbourhoods that were traditionally harder to allocate due to perceived undesirability (Van Ham and Manley 2015). 
Although there have been policy discussions about CBL models in Australia for some time, the only application of CBL prior to My Property Choice was a 2005 pilot scheme in the rural town of Whyalla (South Australia), an area of low-demand social housing that experienced an unusual period of high offers for properties. The results from the pilot indicated some positive impacts; however, these were potentially due to the rapidly changing housing dynamics in the town at the time and not necessarily related to the implementation of the CBL model itself. Results of the CBL model were thus inconclusive (Hulse et al 2007; Pawson and Hulse 2011).
The central precept of CBL is that social housing tenants can have a ‘choice’ about the places they want to live in, from the neighbourhood to the type of property that is suitable for their needs. The idea of ‘choice’ as the main motivation for these models has been criticised by van Ham and Manley (2015). They define ‘real choice’ as “having the ability to choose a preferred outcome from a set of distinct options” (van Ham and Manley 2015:248), and that in the case of CBL models the concept of real choice rarely exists, as the key determinant of choice in the residential housing market is finance. The ability to pay for access to better neighbourhoods and dwellings is crucial to being able to express one’s own choice. Thus, financial limitations are already limiting the possibility of exercising choice (van Ham and Manley 2015). The underlying assumption found in the CBL policy is that choice is unproblematic and ultimately positive, “the achievement of choice is portrayed as a supply side issue, with the consequent passive view of consumers as waiting for the opportunity to choose” (Brown and King 2005: 62). Van Ham and Manley (2015) argue that this concept of ‘choice’ is misleading in CBL models because housing outcomes are the result of an interplay between preferences, opportunities and limitations on the one side, and the availability of housing and the allocation mechanisms on the other. This has been highlighted in the UK model in research conducted by Brown and King (2005), who note that a relative degree of choice is entirely dependent on the social housing market availability, the degree of understanding of the system by the users, and the decisions made by individual landlords. Because of this lack of real choice, CBL can be potentially detrimental to the interests of already disadvantaged groups. Indeed, in the UK, one of the main critiques of the introduction of CBL systems is the influence that they have had on residential outcomes in terms of segregating ethnic minorities into the least desirable neighbourhoods of English cities (van Ham and Manley 2015). Research on the Dutch system has also shown “that applicants with low incomes and those from ethnic minority groups (often overlapping groups) were more likely to lack understanding of the CBL system and therefore fared less well in terms of housing outcomes” (van Ham and Manley 2015: 56). What these examples indicate is that choice-based letting does not occur in a social vacuum, but rather is mediated by existing structural inequalities, which a market-based system is perhaps incapable of addressing. 
My Property Choice in NSW – a context of mass relocation 
Compared to the UK and the Netherlands where CBL systems have been driven by stock availability rather than demand and need to move, NSW’s My Property Choice (MPC) program looks meagre. However, it is important to note that CBL systems in England and The Netherlands did not take place in the context of a mass relocation process like the one Sydney is undergoing. In a context of uncertainty about the future, questions arise about the lack of options in terms of property and the very little control over waiting periods that tenants may face for their relocation. Do the core principles of CBL models apply in the context of forced mass relocations? 
On the choice-based letting, people say that in England it has been used successfully, and it gave people a sense of being able to choose their next place. Choice is important. People might want that choice. But when it is used in an environment like Millers Point and maybe Ivanhoe, where people feel like they are in competition with their neighbours and their friends, perhaps it's not so useful (Social Housing NGO Representative 2). 
The FACS relocation process in Millers Point was the pioneer in the implementation of MPC in NSW. From May 2014 and until June 2016, 122 properties were made available through MPC. Information sessions were held every Tuesday in a local community room where 3 to 5 properties would be offered for each round of MPC. Leaflets with pictures and a brief description of the properties were printed. The properties were also shown in a TV screen, and members of the relocation team would answer enquiries. In the 13-month duration of MPC in Millers Point, 30 information sessions were organised and approximately 700 people in total attended. On Wednesdays and Thursdays, after the information sessions, inspections of the properties would be organised, and on Fridays the ballot would be held for each property. Of the 122 properties offered via MPC only 46 were accepted through the bidding process (less than 38%), 27 were directly matched to tenants after not being accepted through the bidding process, and 49 (40%) properties were released back for general letting for people on the waiting list. Of the 122 properties offered, 51 (42%) properties received no bids. 
Relocation Coordinator 3: When we first started My Property Choice [at Millers Point] it was fortnightly, on top of the properties I was finding for the relocation officers [to relocate tenants]. I was working with [another relocation officer] at that time and we would have to find four or five properties. So, the pressure was on. We also worked closely with assets [The NSW department who provided maintenance to the properties]. They were on a tight time frame to get the properties done so that they were ready to be shown.  
The case of Ivanhoe is modest compared to Millers Point as only three bidding sessions were held. The first was held on the week ending on the 25th of March 2016 and a total of five properties were made available, three of those received no bids and two properties received one bid each. Only one of the two successful bidders accepted the property. The other one declined. One of the three properties that didn’t receive any bids was directly matched to an Ivanhoe Estate tenant who accepted the offer. Thus, during this first MPC at Ivanhoe Estate, two of five properties were accepted by tenants of the Estate and the rest was returned for general letting. 
The second round of MPC (which ran at the beginning of July 2016), also offered five properties: one property received six bids; one property received four bids; two properties received two bids each; and one property received no bids. The four successful bidders accepted the properties. Four of the five properties available were accepted by Ivanhoe tenants and the remaining property was returned for general letting. 
The final session held on October 2016 offered four properties, with one receiving six bids and another one receiving one bid. There were no bids for the other two properties, however one of them was directly matched to an Ivanhoe Estate tenant. The remaining property was returned to the system for general letting. The two properties that received the highest number of bids (6) were both located in the Northern Suburbs. The remaining properties that were accepted were spread across the suburbs of: Maroubra, Woolloomooloo, Parramatta, Concord, Five Dock, Chippendale and Newtown (i.e., areas at a greater distance from Ivanhoe). 
A total of fourteen properties were available during the three sessions at Ivanhoe Estate, nine of those were accepted and the remaining five were returned for general letting. Of the nine properties that were accepted, seven were accepted through the bidding process and two were directly matched by the Relocation Team. It is therefore possible to question the ‘success’ of MPC in terms of the number of properties offered and the percentage of properties taken by tenants through the ballot. In total 53 households were relocated through MPC, out of 136 properties offered. The MPC properties were ‘above’ public housing standards and therefore represent a high cost for the landlord (i.e., FACS). Towards the end of the empirical part of this research project, MPC was under review mainly because “it is very time intensive and costly” (FACS Relocation Coordinator 5), as properties had to be upgraded and many properties had no takers. In some cases, properties remained vacant for long periods of time waiting to be offered as part of MPC and then no one placed a bid for them. Properties were also vacant between being announced as part of the MPC and when the ballot took place, but if the property received no bids, and then was offered as a direct-match to a tenant and rejected, then it was weeks before the property would go back to the letting list. In short, during the midst of a social housing supply crisis, properties were remaining vacant for long periods of time due to the vagaries of the MPC process. MPC evidently operated with more of a focus on facilitating forced relocations rather than on optimising social housing supply, although even this process seems to have had limited success.  
FACS Relocation Coordinator 5: We have to look at whether My Property Choice is something that we can actually do anymore […], it was great in the beginning, but now we're reviewing whether we need to take it back”.
Facilitator: What was appealing about it to start with?
FACS Relocation Coordinator 5: It just gives tenants an informal choice, I think.  And there hasn't been a lot of interest in it, to tell you the truth. Towards the latter part of the last [period] we didn't have a lot of tenants coming in to look at the properties. So, we're looking at just pulling it completely and just matching the tenant directly to the property. We know what they need and we just make the direct match to them, and it's been pretty successful.
Another relocation coordinator also offered a similar appraisal: 
My Property Choice [has been put on hold] because I think we can directly match most of the people to properties. We know their [tenants’] needs. I think that process is a lot more personal, in that the relocation coordinator who you've been dealing with has chosen that property and shows it to you - it has that personal touch (FACS Relocation Coordinator 8). 
The reasons for putting MPC on hold are not necessarily related with the principles of autonomy, independence and choice of the CBL models, but on the principles of the mass relocation process – to relocate tenants as efficiently as possible within tight timeframes. The relocation was not the tenants’ choice and this has likely limited MPC’s impact. As it can be read in the quote above “the relocation coordinator who you've been dealing with has chosen that property”, the choice has been centralised and seems to suggest that existing processes for relocation are more effective. An argument to consider here is that MPC is not at CBL program, but a strategy to address one of the main issues that the relocation process is facing: that tenants want to remain in their ‘current’ geographical areas. As Brown and King argue, there is a profound difference between government policy based on the rhetoric of promoting choice and “enacting housing policies that actually enhance choice in any meaningful way” (2005: 65). ‘Choice’, in this sense, is still entirely on the government’s terms, and subsequently CBL mechanisms are coupled with a desire for control and efficient management at its core (Brown and King 2005). 
As Relocation Coordinators mentioned in their insights about the project, the idea behind MPC for NSW was to offer properties outside the tenants’ geographical zone, so they could consider moving to other areas. Indeed, if tenants could have a ‘choice’ most would likely opt to remain in their own area, thus MPC can be read as a response to high social housing demand in a local area, rather than offering choices for tenants.  
Part of the rationale is that they are wanting to offer tenants out of area type choices. Properties that were up to a very good standard, so that people have an opportunity to say: “oh that looks like a fantastic property although it is not really in the area of my first choice. But ultimately because of the quality of the properties it may be tempting” (FACS Relocation Coordinator 4).
[MPC] to me it's more of a mechanism of trying to entice you or show you places you may never have heard of, Hurstville or Sutherland or Parramatta or whatever it might be (FACS Relocation Coordinator 6).
These ‘other suburb’ tours, along with enticing photographs were part of an approach to overcome geography. To influence the tenant’s ‘choice’. This implies that MPC was perhaps less about promoting choice and more about promoting mobility (and hopefully get them to consider moving voluntarily). 
From choice to chance – the housing lotto
[bookmark: _Hlk486491912][bookmark: _Hlk486491925]There is an argument to be made that MPC inhibits individual agency and choice, as many residents refer to the CBL project in Millers Point as a ‘housing lottery’, and how the experience can be particularly damaging to those who apply and miss out (New Matilda 2014; also see Moon 2014; Herbetson, 2014). As one submission to NSW’s Productivity Commission says: “[t]here is also evidence that because MPC requires tenants to individually apply for each dwelling, rather than it being allocated by the social housing provider, it places a greater onus on prospective tenants, which tends to have the effect of disadvantaging vulnerable households with limited resources” (CSPA 2016, 9). However, the move from ‘choice’ to ‘chance’ in the case of MPC was informed by the acknowledgement of this disadvantage. MPC was set-up not as an online tool were tenants could go and bid, rather as a paper-based, open-office, open-house system where tenants could go see the list of properties, be driven to the open-house inspection and write down their bid. This was done with a consideration of the demographics of the estates, with an ageing population unable to bid on a computer internet based system, for example. Nevertheless, there have been some strong criticisms to the model, as Pringle argues for Millers Point residents: “[a] policy that had potential to benefit the experience of social housing residents is instead now being rolled out as part of the divisive process of forced relocations” (2014, 20). Thus, in the context of mass relocations, CBL systems have problematic social effects, even if considerations of diversity and vulnerability are mobilised. 
This contradiction did not escape relocation coordinators perceptions of the model. They are also conflicted between the potential of CBL models and the actual set-up for NSW: 
Millers Point when they introduced it [MPC] there was a lot of complaints - there was a thing on A Current Affair about it.  They did a spoof on us saying it's like a lucky dip and neighbours were competing for a property. Well I suppose that's how allocations work. If there's one house that's good for about 60 people around here someone gets it; 59 miss out (FACS Relocation Coordinator 6).
In effect, choice become becomes a “lucky dip” and therefore the issue is not so much about the tenant who is successful, but rather those who are unsuccessful. Trying new engagement tools that would help achieving the targets of the Future Directions for Social Housing report is arguably a part of the policy process, but considering tenants’ future dwellings as a matter of chance is highly problematic. MPC also attempted to address another issue of the current mass relocations: the number of offers that tenants received. As part of the relocation for the Communities Plus program in Ivanhoe, tenants were only offered two properties. If two properties have been declined by a tenant (including offers from the ballot process), then an appeal process is launched where the tenant needs to explain the reasons behind declining the properties. This again shows that MPC was constructed as a tool to address some of the challenges of the relocation process, not necessarily to provide tenants with a ‘real choice’ as their ability to choose is heavily mediated by both timeframes and number of properties. In this context, new challenges have also emerged. Considering the vulnerabilities of groups and communities living in social housing estates, MPC brought a different level of uncertainties and emotions to deal with.  
I think initially it worked well. I think as time progressed people kind of knew what properties were coming up so it phased out. I don't know that it's working all that well in Ivanhoe Estate.  When I spoke to someone a few weeks back they said, “every time we put a bid in we never get it.” So, I explained that it is what it is, it's like Lotto, and they said, “yeah, but it's not fair, it's rigged because so many other people have got them and we haven't.” I said, well, it's not rigged. It is an independent body/person that takes the thing out.  But they're disgruntled because they've gone there with their hearts open thinking: “oh yeah, I love this property, and they haven't got it” (FACS Relocation Coordinator 2).
Brown and King (2005) argue that in this sense choice equals competition ultimately resulting in ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, which is what the overarching welfare ideology aims to prevent – it aims to provide equitable welfare for all. Which leads them to the question: “[can we] retain the integrity of welfare systems whilst introducing market [like] mechanisms?” (2005: 73). For example, Millers Point tenants involved with CBL report that the experience of competing against other applicants was stressful. Due to the limited number of offers, and the pending forced relocations, tenants also felt pressured to take houses that may not be suitable, as not to ‘miss out’ (Pringle 2014) or that they might ‘receive a second offer that is ‘worse’ than the first one. 
People might want that choice. But when it's used in an environment like Millers Point and maybe Ivanhoe … where people feel like they're in competition with their neighbours and their friends, perhaps it's not so useful. (Social Housing NGO representative 2).
From choice to chance has a flavour of competition. Tenants in Ivanhoe expressed their frustration at putting their name for a certain property and not being ‘lucky enough’ to get it. As one tenant recounted:
You'd think eventually [I would win] but after the raffle experience I don't think so.  No, I don't think so.  You'd think statistically you'd have to win once in 10 years but I didn't. Just not lucky. I don't gamble or anything like that because I already know I'm unlucky (Ivanhoe Social Housing Tenant 2).
Tenants that already feel at a disadvantage due to the relocation, now feel at a disadvantage with their neighbours. The ‘chance’ element of MPC has brought another layer of ‘wait’ and expectation:
We [relocation officers] ring our clients to say look, I'm sorry, you were unsuccessful, we don't say who was successful. So, there's that anonymity there. But if they went on the bus with three people and they talked to Mrs X and she says no I didn't get it either, then Mr Y got it, is there any animosity there now? Could you be creating animosity between friends because he got it and she didn't? I just don’t know, there's got to be some better way of doing it (FACS Relocation Coordinator 7).
MPC also showed that FACS is able to offer ‘nicer’ properties as well, which increases the level of expectation of what tenants can be offered as part of the relocation. But in many cases social housing tenant needs, in terms of disability among other issues, means their choices are still very limited. 
One house came up, they had it on My Property Choice, and there was this really good one that came up that was not far from [some] shops, but it had a shower over a bath, and it had stairs. It had a nice big backyard - it was one of the old red brick ones they'd done up [on a] huge block. It would have been perfect except that I couldn't even put a bid for it, because I can't climb into a shower over a bath, and I can't have the stairs. I didn’t bid, but it looked perfect (Ivanhoe Social Housing Tenant 5). 
Overall, despite the rhetoric of choice, the MPC really has emerged as ‘chance’ for a very small number of social housing tenants who have successfully ‘won’ their selected housing. However, in this process it has created perceptions of competition and loss between different housing tenants, potentially increasing feelings of disadvantage among an already vulnerable populace. The random essence of the ballot adds to the lack of certainty surrounding the relocation. 
Conclusion
The launch of the My Property Choice (MPC) program in NSW is the first large-scale use of a choice-based letting (CBL) approach in social housing allocations in Australia. However, unlike similar programs in Europe, the MPC program was effectively trialled as a tool to facilitate mass relocations due to the liquidation of social housing stock in Millers Point and the redevelopment of Ivanhoe estate. This is an important consideration as CBL approaches are heavily contingent of contexts, and effectively the MPC program was a tool to facilitate broader political processes and policies in relation to social housing in the Sydney context. Indeed, what we have shown in this paper is that, despite the rhetoric, ‘choice’ is not really a central concern of the MPC program. Rather social tenants have come to see MPC as a ‘housing lottery’ that produces ‘winners’ and ‘losers.’ Thus, it potentially creates additional anxieties for a vulnerable populace that is already living in the shadow of pending forced relocations. Overall, the main benefit of the MPC, as noted by the relocations coordinators consider MPC’s was that it exposed social housing tenants to new neighbourhoods, in turn helping to addressed localised social housing shortages. A benefit that was more reflect of government, rather than tenant needs. Furthermore, many relocation coordinators noted that they already had the necessary skillset to match tenants to housing effectively. In the context of the MPC case study at least, it is highly questionable if ‘consumerist’ quasi-market techniques, such as CBL approaches (Pawson and Hulse 2011), are more effective than existing bureaucratic processes of managing access to social housing. Indeed, the rhetoric of ‘choice’ it would seem really acted as a subterfuge to help facilitate a controversial process of relocating social housing tenants. 
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