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Preface

The world is becoming a smaller place. Countries are changing rapidly and
no more so as a result of immigration, both old and new, and the impact on
neighbourhoods and housing markets. Alongside demographic drivers is
the continuing importance attached to policy issues on making equality of
opportunity happen in practice rather than developed as a theory, address-
ing problems of racism and segregation and gaining the trust of people
when confidence in institutions has reached an all-time low.

These policy and political debates are happening in different places and
different contexts but have a clear resonance in the US and UK. Shaping
neighbourhoods of opportunity and aspiration, addressing the problems 
of entrenched segregation and restricted choice and revitalizing communit-
ies are not in themselves new. However, both governments in recent times
have grappled with these issues. So it was in this context that the Centre
for Urban and Regional Studies (CURS) decided to convene a symposium
on Housing, Neighbourhoods and Communities in the US and UK at the
University of Birmingham, England, in late June 2004. The event brought
together academics, policy makers and practitioners to share ideas, issues
and trends on housing, neighbourhoods and communities in the US and UK.
Through invited papers and presentations we wanted to explore critical
themes, such as convergence of the role of the state, the impact of changing
housing markets, conflict and displacement of communities and local
organizational responses to these local, regional and national changes.

Since 2004 planning has taken place in preparation for this book.
Original papers have been substantially revised to reflect the fast moving
and fluid policy environment on housing, communities and ‘race’ in both
countries. New papers have been commissioned to fill gaps from those 
presented at the original symposium. Discussion between participants has
sharpened the focus of the book.

This is not designed to be a dry and esoteric academic volume. The issues
are too important to be discussed in such an abstract way. Moreover many
of the participants at the Birmingham symposium and contributors to 
the book have interesting career trajectories. We have been campaigners,
advocates, lawyers and housing practitioners. This, combined with our
academic training, means that the chapters that unfold are laced with the
objectives of using knowledge to generate an informed debate that leads to
public policy change.

Complex and deep-seated problems require practical and radical solu-
tions. If we are successful in starting this journey then preparing this book
would have been time well spent indeed.
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1
Introduction

Harris Beider

Background

This book is about cities, neighbourhoods and people in the US and UK 
and the impact of debates on housing, renewal, community engagement
and ‘race’. These are concerns that have been at the forefront of public pol-
icy in both countries for many years. While there is a long-established 
dialogue about these issues between British and American academics and
policy communities, there has been an absence of a coherent comparative
approach1. This book is one of the first to try to bridge the gap at aca-
demic and policy levels.

In recent years the US and UK have been witness to substantial changes
to national and local approaches to housing, community engagement and
renewal within cities and neighbourhoods. The processes of privatization,
deregulation and the changing structure of cities with the long-term
decline of manufacturing industry have considerably moved the agenda on.
In the UK, ‘disturbances’ in several northern cities and associated concerns
about race and segregation were discussed in a series of high-profile reports
and influenced subsequent policy. In 2000, the Sustainable Communities
Plan signalled renewed interest in investment in housing. In the US, 
the new approaches being adopted to housing, with the Voucher Program,
HOPE VI Program and the further move away from public housing, have
contributed significantly to policy discourse and practice.

Changing patterns of race and residence, and new approaches to com-
munity involvement and empowerment are also of central interest and are
themes that run throughout this book. There is an underlying debate about

1 The most recent texts making a comparison between housing issues in the UK and the
US are Karn and Wolman (1992) and Wolman (1975).



convergence and divergence of policy and research agendas across the two
countries.

This book provides an important new contribution to these debates. 
It does not set out to provide a systematic or comprehensive comparison 
of approaches in the US and UK, but rather highlights specific issues and
developments which are crucial to an understanding of residence, renewal
and community empowerment in both countries. It presents original
research material, a discussion of the transferability of experience between
these and highlights of the issues emerging from the consideration of the
two countries in parallel.

The material presented is research based but also directly engages with
issues around policy and delivery. It is designed to reflect the concerns of
academic, activist and policy communities on both sides of the Atlantic.
Indeed, the book is enriched by the contributions from housing practi-
tioners who manage the complex issues of providing housing to diverse and
changing communities on a day-to-day basis.

The objective is to make a positive contribution to the debates on 
housing, ethnicity and community renewal. This is a challenging task
when discussing these issues in one country, let alone comparing two hous-
ing systems. For this reason the first step is to consider the tradition of
comparative housing studies, and specifically those that compare the US
and UK. The current approach will be placed in a context that both acknow-
ledges the tradition of comparative work but also seeks to make a departure
towards the importance of origins of housing policies and their outcomes.
After reviewing comparative housing approaches we will discuss the extent
to which the UK and US have different housing typologies shaped by
approaches to policy issues, housing affordability and racial segregation.
The plan of the book and discussion of chapters recognizes the differences
between the two countries. The chapters are analysed with reference to
housing and welfare typologies, comparison between cities and neighbour-
hoods and an exploration of change agents within institutions.

Comparative approaches

There has been growing interest in comparing housing policies and systems
across different countries (Wolman, 1975; Ball et al., 1988; Karn and Wolman,
1992; Power, 1993; Barlow and Duncan, 1994; Harloe, 1995; Doling, 1997;
Kemeny and Lowe, 1998; Katz, 2004; Van Kempen et al., 2006).

The world has become a smaller place during the last 20 years, not only
in terms of the ease and cost of travel and the increased interest this 
brings in different cultures, people and ideology, but also the advent of 
the internet, making communication between people from different parts 
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of the world reduced to a click of a computer button. The technological 
revolution, together with the growing dominance of English as the lingua
franca of the internet, has encouraged dissemination of ideas, policies and
papers between academics and practitioners. People have come together in
an unprecedented manner. Differences have been acknowledged, but it
could be argued the emphasis has been to find common solutions to what
appear to be common problems at a number of different levels. Most
notably Sassen (1991) viewed globalization as shaping a new hierarchy of
cities, neighbourhoods and people, driven by flows of international capital
and the reconfiguration of urban economies.

Here global forces create a prosperous and rich workforce employed by
transnational companies living in the wealthiest part of cities. A workforce,
that is also internationalized but very different, services transport, health
and catering infrastructure. These are poor migrants seeking a better deal
in the rich cities. The cleaners, cab drivers and cooks that live in the fragile
world of low skills and low wages are essential to make the global city
function. Globalization not only helps to remove barriers for increased
communication in policy analysis but also leads to income and spatial
inequality (Sassen, 1991).

The globalization thesis has been subject to criticism. Hamnett ques-
tions the basis of Sassen’s methodological perspective, process and out-
comes (Hamnett, 1996). Specifically the view put forward is that Sassen at
best neglects and at worst ignores the importance and legacy of the welfare
state in European countries. In short, dual cities of rich and poor do not 
follow automatically from globalization. Polarization does exist within
cities but, because of the welfare state and the existence of a system of
benefits, this is cushioned in Europe. Further Hamnett suggests that Sassen
and her followers are guilty of placing an American template laced with
assumptions about the limited role of the welfare state and driven by
immigration. The world and the concept of globalization are more complex
than this.

The importance of political integration or ideological attachment between
different countries helps us to understand the increase in comparative hous-
ing studies. It could be argued that the fall of the Soviet Union together
with the rise of the US as the pre-eminent political and economic global
power paved the way for a free market political and economic philosophy to
‘let rip’ across the world. In truth the election of the Thatcher government
in the UK in 1979 followed by Reagan’s presidential success in 1980 had
already started the process that has been followed by successive admin-
istrations in both countries and replicated in many other parts of the world.

The characteristics of the new political ideas resulted in to a sharp reduc-
tion in the importance of and funding to the welfare state, a concerted
attack on unionized labour and the dominant position of free market 



economics (Gamble, 1994). Social housing no longer featured among the
main spending priorities of government but was, instead, increasingly
depicted as part of a malaise associated with a bloated and inefficient 
welfare state and social disorder. Apart from the sharp cutbacks in public
expenditure there are other aspects of ideological re-alignment that need to
be considered. These include, for example, the economic management in
both countries that prioritizes low interest rates, active promotion of home
ownership as the preferred form of tenure for all income groups, demolition
and selling of public sector housing stock and increasing dependence on
private sector finance to support housing development and maintenance
programmes.

The ideological processes that have become so dominant during the last
20 years had a profound impact on the direction of housing policy. It could
be argued that the importance of low inflation, limiting public investment
and reforming public management have shaped housing decisions on the
importance of home ownership as a policy objective leading to sustainable
communities, the increased role of private finance to build social housing,
the growing professionalization of housing organizations to reflect the
importance of markets as opposed to state intervention and the demolition
of public sector housing estates and their replacement with mixed-tenure
and mixed-income neighbourhoods.

One of the most interesting comparative accounts on US and UK 
housing policies was provided by Karn and Wolman (1992). Though now
somewhat dated, and based on research during the 1970s and 1980s, it 
nevertheless provided a systematic comparison between the two systems
that helps to contextualize this book. These rested on the importance of
tax incentives given to home ownership in the US during the 1980s and the
relatively small and marginalized role of public sector and assisted hous-
ing. In contrast the local authorities and, increasingly, housing associa-
tions in the UK, continued to develop and manage housing for low-income
communities. Karn and Wolman commented that that quality of housing
stock in the UK was not as good as in the US. This of course is less impor-
tant because the Labour government’s Decent Homes Standard (DHS)
establishes a series of quality measures that all public sector housing stock
should reach by 2010 (ODPM, 2003). It should also be noted that DHS
applies to the private sector but to a lesser standard. In July 2002 a public
service agreement (PSA) target was announced for housing in the private
sector. This applied not to all dwellings but to those occupied by vulner-
able households (defined as people on income support, housing benefit,
council tax benefit, disabled persons tax credit, income based job seekers
allowance, working families tax credit, attendance allowance, disability
living allowance, industrial injuries, disablement benefit, war disablement
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pension). The target was to increase the proportion of vulnerable house-
holds in the private sector who live in homes that are in decent condition.

Housing typologies

It could be argued that divergence analysis owes much to, and indeed flows
from, the influential work of Esping-Andersen (1990). Some have even 
suggested that this body of work has ‘paradigm status’ in that it has shifted
theoretical thinking (Matznetter, 2001). Here, three typologies of welfare
regime are grouped based on data on key social policy areas. These are 
liberal, which is characterized by the importance of the market, restricted
public goods and emphasizing the role of the private sector; in contrast
social democratic regimes are typically those that provide universal public
goods and services, promote the importance of the state and the relatively
small role of the market; finally the conservative regime is one which is
characterized by the centrality of the family and relatively marginal role of
the state and markets (Table 1.1). Based on comparative research of certain
features of welfare states (excluding housing), Esping-Andersen was able to
accommodate 18 capitalist countries into these three ideal types. Britain
and the US were grouped under the liberal category.

The work of Esping-Andersen provides a systematic way of discussing
social policy and practice in different countries. However, housing is not
discussed as a key area of analysis. The focus was on social security and
pension systems. Indeed there is only one housing reference in the index
and that relates to home ownership. As Esping-Andersen recognizes, ‘our

Table 1.1 Different types of welfare regime.

Role of:
Family
Market
State

Welfare state:
Dominant mode of solidarity

Dominant locus of solidarity
Degree of decommodification

Modal examples

Source: Esping-Andersen (1990).

Liberal

Marginal
Central
Marginal

Individual

Market
Minimal

US

Social democratic

Marginal
Marginal
Central

Universal

State
Maximum

Sweden

Conservative

Central
Marginal
Subsidiary

Kinship
Corporatism
Etatism
Family
High (for breadwinner)

Germany
Italy



study has clearly ignored many crucial policy arenas and institutional
aspects of modern industrial capitalist societies’ (1990, p. 221). It must also
be recognized that the research was undertaken during the 1970s and 1980s.

Turning to the contemporary housing question, we might ask whether 
it was appropriate in the 1970s and 1980s to categorize the two housing
systems in the US and UK as examples of a liberal welfare regime. We
might also consider the trajectory of change in the housing systems since
1980 and ask whether they are closer to each other today than when
Esping-Andersen published his seminal work in 1990. Private housing
tenure has become increasingly dominant in both countries; finance 
capital to support owner occupation has become easier to access, even for
the lowest-income groups; public sector housing has become more residual
and stigmatized, and is undergoing transformation in the form of HOPE 
VI in the US and the ‘Right to Buy’ together with local authority stock
transfer in the UK.

The different starting point and very different institutional context 
have led to many differences being preserved despite these somewhat 
common trajectories of change. In particular the continued existence of a
social housing ‘profession’ with skills, knowledge and capacity has helped 
preserve a social housing sector of some size in the UK, whereas its more
limited development in the US has restricted the ability to resist market
mechanisms and the advance of real estate professions into the social
realm. Nevertheless, it could be argued that these differences are minimal
and that a common set of political assumptions about the limited role of
the state, the importance of markets and discussion on active and respons-
ible citizenship will eventually lead to similar outcomes for policies 
concerned with housing, communities and renewal of cities and neigh-
bourhoods. Table 1.2 considers the evidence and attempts to build towards
housing typologies for the US and UK.

Given the above, do US and UK housing systems show a move to-
wards alignment? In formulating a response we need to take a step back
and reflect briefly on the starting points, process and outcomes of housing 
policy. We have already discussed processes and outcomes but said little
about starting points.

Social housing after 1945 in the UK was about large-scale volume build-
ing by local authorities. The context is important. World War II meant that
many towns and cities had to be rebuilt. Decent quality housing was in
short supply and out of reach of all but the very rich. In these circum-
stances, it was local authorities rather than the private sector that had 
the capacity, skills and political support to build large-scale public sector
housing efficiently. Indeed the Labour government elected by a landslide 
in 1945 birthed the welfare state and was driven to create a vision of a 
post-war Britain very different from mass unemployment, squalor and 
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Table 1.2 Comparing US and UK public assisted housing systems.

US

Public housing authorities, not-for-
profit organizations and for-profit
organizations build and manage
housing for low-income communities

Stigmatized public housing sector

Public and assisted housing accounts
for about 5 percent of total housing

Public housing demolition by HOPE VI

Public housing tenants have to
perform 8 hours of community service
a month or face eviction

Emphasis on home ownership
because seen as way to build
sustainable communities

Housing seen as entitlement, not a
right

Low levels of supported housing
provided to vulnerable communities,
e.g. ex-offenders

Public sector housing characterized by
segregation by race and income

Low levels of government spending on
public and assisted housing

Voucher programmes provide
opportunity to move from public sector
housing

Intensive programmes offered to
public housing tenants on basic
housekeeping, credit repair and
counselling on home ownership

UK

Local authorities and housing associations build and
manage housing for low-income communities but also
increasingly engaged in intermediate housing markets

Stigmatized public housing sector but much less so
than US

Public and assisted housing accounts for about 
20 percent of total housing

Public sector housing transfer by stock transfer;
demolition of mainly private housing in the Housing
Market Renewal Areas

Local authority and social housing tenants have an
opportunity to become involved in tenant participation

Emphasis on home ownership because seen as a 
way to build sustainable communities

Housing increasingly viewed as an entitlement and 
not a right

High levels of supported housing provided to
vulnerable communities, e.g. ex-offenders, elderly

Public sector housing generally characterized by
segregation by income but not race. There are
exceptions to this, such as Tower Hamlets in east
London that has high concentration of Bangladeshis in
public sector and assisted housing (see Chapter 11)

Relatively high levels of spending on social housing 
to address problems of affordability; real spending 
on housing fell 1992–2003, but increased thereafter

No voucher programmes but Housing Benefit a
significant voucher-like subsidy for low-income
households to rent privately. In addition options 
for social housing tenants under the Right to Buy
legislation and Home buy

Programmes on home ownership and support
fragmented and small scale



destitution that had marked pre-war Britain. The political emphasis was to
design and build quality housing for low- and middle-income commun-
ities. As Malpass and Murie document, social housing was an important
policy and political priority with private tenure relatively marginal
(Malpass and Murie, 1999). More recently Malpass argues that housing was
not incorporated into the post-war welfare state and as early as 1953 had
moved back to a more residual role (Malpass, 2005). Despite the sub-
sequent increase in home ownership, cutbacks of public expenditure, and
policies of ‘Right to Buy’ and local authority stock transfer, social housing
continues to account for 18.5% of all dwellings in England during 2005
(Wilcox, 2005). It could be argued that the welfare state has shown a
remarkable capacity to withstand disinvestment and ideological attack.

In the US the starting point was very different. Cities did not suffer bomb
damage. By 1950 the majority of households were homeowners and the
impact of a booming economy, rising prosperity and access to finance led to
a home ownership reaching 61.9% by 1960 (US Census Bureau, 2001). In
these circumstances, public housing authorities in the US could not play 
a critical role in meeting housing supply or housing management. Indeed,
public assisted and public housing in the US accounted for just 3% of all
housing units in 2001 (Ditch et al., 2001). The social housing sector has
remained small. Although the processes have been similar to some extent,
the underdeveloped welfare state and small social housing sector means
that convergence between housing systems is not likely to take place.

Political ideology has been an important driver for change in recent 
years but it is even more important in the origins of social housing in the
UK and US. There has been significant convergence but the two housing
systems are also very different because of social housing legacy in the UK
(Figure 1.1). It could be argued that in both the US and UK public sector
housing is declining. However, it was never a serious competitor to private
sector housing in the US compared to the dominant role it once had in 
the UK. Moreover, it continues to occupy an important political position
despite the impact of housing stock transfer and Right to Buy.

The common set of policy processes during the Thatcher/Reagan era,
and more latterly by Blair/Clinton and Blair/Bush II, sharpened the impor-
tance of earned rights as well as responsibilities in housing. These policies,
together with actions such as HOPE VI and DHS, reforms of housing
benefits and a residualized public and assisted housing sector in the US 
and UK, have still resulted in differences in access to, and size of, public
housing. Policy and ideological pressures have led to the withering of
already weak and small public sector housing in the US, whilst in the 
UK social housing still continues to play an important role in meeting
housing supply. The reasons for the outcomes are related to the starting
positions of public housing in both countries.
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Policy comparisons

In this section we will compare responses to a common set of problems that
afflict cities and neighbourhoods in the US and UK. The issues of growing
racial polarization, housing quality and reviving cities and neighbourhoods
have taxed governments in both countries. Again differences exist because
of the policy context and responses will vary.

Patterns of residence, segregation and discrimination

Minority communities account for almost 25 percent of the population in
the US compared to fewer than 8 percent of the population in the UK. In
both countries these groups are largely based in urban areas (US Census
Bureau, 2001; UK Census, 2001).

The ten major cities of residence for minority groups in the US 
were ‘majority minority’ cities, ranging from Detroit, where the white 
population formed only 10.5 percent of the overall population, to Phoenix
where they formed 45 percent of the population. Some cities such as New
York, Chicago and Los Angeles had relatively diverse populations. Much 
of the population growth in US cities during the 1990s was the result of

Figure 1.1 Developing housing processes and typologies in the US and UK.

STARTING POINTS

Role of welfare state
Housing as a right or entitlement
Building up institutional capacity
Housing volume and size
Promotion of home ownership

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

PROCESSES

Thatcher/Reagan
Public sector under attack
Specific initiatives
Blair/Clinton
HOPE VI/Decent Homes
Large-scale voluntary transfer (LSVT) quasi public sector

OUTCOMES

Residualized housing sector in US and UK
Differential size of social housing in US and UK
Protected housing sector in UK/welfare legacy
Public sector ‘withering’ in the US

Time



Latino, Caribbean and, to a much lesser extent, eastern European migra-
tion. It should be noted that this minority growth occurred in the context
of a general population decline in most cities. More specifically, rapid 
population growth in minority communities coincided with slower popu-
lation growth in white communities. For example, Detroit lost a fifth of its
population between 1980 and 2000, especially whites, which left African-
Americans accounting for over 80 percent of the city population. In most of
the cities there was a high degree of racial segregation (US Census Bureau,
2001).

The situation in the UK is different, with no city having a majority
minority population. Twenty-nine percent of London’s population is drawn
from minority communities. The next largest cities of minority residence
are Birmingham and Manchester where they comprise 29 and 20 percent 
of the population respectively. This overall suggestion of clustering in 
certain cities tends to mask an increasing segregation of minorities, with
many residing in certain neighbourhoods. For example, the inner London
boroughs of Newham and Brent have ‘majority minority’ populations (61
and 55 percent respectively), whilst 90 percent of the people living in the
outer London boroughs of Havering, Bromley, Bexley and Richmond are
white. Birmingham and Manchester show similar patterns of concentra-
tion of minority groups. Moreover, concerns about increasing segregation
were (and continue to be) an important issue in the UK in towns and cities
such as Bradford, Burnley and Oldham (with minority populations ranging
from 11 to 22 percent; UK Census, 2001).

Minorities are generally spatially concentrated in large cities within
industrial regions but that the overall size of the minority population and
the scale of ethnic segregation are much greater in the US than in the UK.
However, both countries are becoming increasingly ethnically diverse and
fragmented. The growth of the Latino communities in the US and Asian
and African communities in the UK are making previous discussion of race
relations in terms of a ‘black–white’ dichotomy less relevant to the chal-
lenges facing both countries. The US is seeing rapid ‘latinization’ of cities,
which will have fundamental consequences for public policy. Similarly,
the growth of dual heritage communities and the arrival of new migrant
groups, both as asylum seekers and refugees and migrant workers (e.g. from
southern and eastern Europe in the UK), are posing challenges in terms of
shifting cultures and identities.

In the US, African-American and Latino households have lower rates of
home ownership, higher rates of poor housing and are more likely to live 
in overcrowded households than their white counterparts (Schill, 2004).
These groups continue to be polarized by a concentration of poverty and
race. For example, African-Americans accounted for over 50 percent of 
people in poor neighbourhoods between 1970 and 1990 (this was also the
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period when the actual number of people living in poor neighbourhoods
doubled) (Massey and Denton, 1993). The flight of whites from cities such
as Detroit and Baltimore and the spiral of economic decline led to hyper-
segregation (a term based on an index of segregation of sixteen indicators
first coined by Massey and Denton, 1993), lower tax yields and problems
with local governance. Discrimination continues to operate in the private
sector, with minorities losing out through practices such as ‘racial steering’
in up to 25 percent of transactions in the housing market (Schill, 2004).

In the UK we can also see problems of racial polarization in cities, while
resources have moved away from inner cities to suburbs and the wider
region. ‘White flight’ from urban centres to the suburbs shows no signs of
abating. This is despite the impact of urban renaissance and attempts to
increase the attractiveness of city centre living, and leaves surrounding
‘inner ring’ areas unaffected in all but the most buoyant housing markets,
which appeal to a relatively narrow band of young to middle-aged, profes-
sional people. These factors give rise to concentrations of poverty where
mainly minority groups are trapped and disconnected from jobs, schools
and decent housing, and communities fragment. Neighbourhood policies
have done little to alleviate this cycle of decline which impacts dispropor-
tionately on minority communities.

Some believe that there is an alternative way to address racial and income
polarization (see Katz, 2004). This is based on de-concentrating poverty and
racial segregation by innovative lettings policies, demolishing concentra-
tions of social housing and replacing them with mixed communities, 
connection of people to jobs and active intervention of the private sector to
increase employee support programmes. The analytical lens must be at a
regional and national level and the policy tools need to be driven by housing
and economic mobility programmes. Though this type of diagnostic and
solution has been forcefully proposed in the US it also finds an echo in 
public policy in the UK. The Home Office’s report into the disturbances 
in the north of England in 2001 (Home Office, 2002) argued as much in 
its conclusions on both housing association and especially local authority
letting policies.

Importantly Karn and Wolman stressed the levels of racial segregation as
key variants in the housing experience in the UK and US. Extreme levels of
racial segregation, especially between blacks and whites, marked housing
(and particularly public housing) in the US during the 1970s and 1980s
(Karn and Wolman, 1992).

Segregation levels in the US continue to scar public policy debates on
race, income and housing. For example, the average white person lives in a
neighbourhood that is almost exclusively white, whereas the rates for
African-Americans, Latinos and Asians is much higher in terms of contact
with people from other minority groups (Briggs, 2005). Recently both



Government and its agencies in the UK have become concerned with 
patterns of racial segregation in some towns and cities. This view holds
that increased immigration, growing diversity and fragmentation of com-
munities masks deepening concentration and separation of communities
that have been picked up by Government reports (Home Office, 2002). 
In September 2005, Trevor Phillips, the Chairman of the Commission 
for Racial Equality (CRE), in a speech to the Manchester Council for
Community Relations, alarmingly stated that Britain was ‘sleepwalking 
to segregation’ (CRE, 2005). Phillips stated that America, in the aftermath
of Hurricane Katrina, had persistent levels of racial segregation after years
of equal opportunities legislation. This was manifest in schools, housing,
politics and higher education. He concluded that America ‘is a segregated
society, in which the one truth that is self-evident is that people cannot
and never will be equal. That is why, for all of us that care about racial
equality and integration, America is not our dream, but our nightmare’
(CRE, 2005, p. 8). Turning to the UK, Phillips stated that there was growing
evidence that residential and educational segregation are nearing levels
seen in US cities such as Chicago and Miami.

It is more accurate to state that the UK is not ‘sleepwalking into segrega-
tion’. The reverse appears to be the case. Using the Index of Segregation2,
Peach states that between 1991 and 2001 there was decreasing or stable lev-
els of segregation in English cities. Compared to a US city, such as Chicago
where African-Americans lived in neighbourhoods that were typically 78
percent black, only 22 percent of wards in the UK had a population that was
more than 50 percent from black and minority ethnic groups (Peach, 2005).
Additional research has found that the number of ethnically mixed wards
increased during the same period from 864 to 1070 (Simpson, 2005).

As Phillips’ remarks in 2005 demonstrate, segregation has become more
important in policy and political discourse even though the evidence has
not substantiated it. Perhaps it is wiser to talk about ethnic enclaves rather
than ‘ghettos’. In addition the picture is more complex because some groups,
especially Indians and to a lesser extent African-Caribbeans in the UK,
have access and reach to a wider choice of housing and neighbourhoods 
and are starting to disperse across cities (CURS, 2005). This is not the case
for poorer minorities and new migrants. Pakistanis and Bangladeshis 
continue to suffer disproportionately from poor housing, high unemploy-
ment and low income (ODPM, 2003). Between 1991 and 2001 these groups
demonstrated the highest levels of population growth which manifested 
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in deepening residential concentration as economically mobile whites and
other groups fled the inner housing markets of cities. For example, recently
completed research shows that the white population in some parts of
Birmingham fell by over 30 percent during this period, as whites moved 
out and Pakistanis and Bangladeshis moved in, followed in the 1990s by
new migrants from Africa, eastern Europe and the Middle East (Beider and
Goodson, 2005).

Growing ethnic segregation in the UK is found in poor-quality private
sector housing. It should be noted that some of the worst housing in the
country is located in the private as opposed to the public sector. The private
sector has some 2.2 million households (10 percent of the all the housing
stock) with more than 43 percent of the housing built before 1919 (Mullins
and Murie, 2006). So much concern has been expressed about the private
sector that the government is introducing a mandatory licensing scheme
for houses of multiple occupation (HMOs); that is, housing that has three
or more storeys and five or more residents drawn from more than one
household (ODPM, 2005).

Discrimination in local authority housing by race has been widely docu-
mented and demonstrated (Rex and Moore, 1967; Rex and Tomlinson,
1979; Henderson and Karn, 1987). Public sector housing was conceived 
as high specification and spacious dwellings for the ‘deserving’ low- and 
middle-income classes. Newly arrived migrants from the Caribbean and
Indian subcontinent were neither seen as deserving nor indeed qualified in
terms of length of residency for this type of housing. In addition, the residu-
alization of local authority housing stock and parallel rise of home owner-
ship meant that minorities, like most aspiring home dwellers, viewed
public housing as being a last choice rather than something that they may
do at some point in their housing careers. The stigma was not just in terms
of the quality and location of stock. Low-income and residualized white
estates became effectively ‘no go’ areas for minority communities. They
were perceived as being areas where harassment and racist abuse were
commonplace. Moreover, research has shown that in some places there
was widespread verbal and physical harassment that was having devastat-
ing consequences for minority households (Chahal and Julienne, 1999;
Beider and Goodson, 2005).

Minority housing preferences have traditionally been towards private
tenure in neighbourhoods populated by established black and minority
communities. Discrimination in public sector housing markets together
with the need to be close to places of work and community networks com-
bined to lead to patterns of residential segregation in some towns and cities
across England. This area of housing careers and pathways is picked up in
Chapters 2 and 5.



More work needs to be done to map the housing and neighbourhood 
trajectories of minority communities in the UK and US. Whilst it is gener-
ally the case that minority communities continue to live in economically
disadvantaged and concentrated communities, the pattern is by no means
consistent for all minority ethnic groups. Indians and some African-
Caribbean communities in the UK and Asian-Americans (used in the US
context to describe people descended from the Far East) and Latinos in 
the US are slowly moving out of inner-city housing markets for a new life
in contiguous areas. This appears to be driven by increased educational
achievements, higher incomes and labour mobility. However, it is not
always associated with dispersal of minority communities into wider 
society; some higher-income minority communities will choose to live 
a partially segregated life. For example, Chinese communities in the US 
continue to regard established areas of settlement as providing different
types of support including social, financial and human capital. Moreover,
these enclaves provide an essential ‘stopping point’ for movement to more
suburban locations (Zhou and Lin, 2005). There are other minority groups
such as Pakistanis and Bangladeshis (UK) and African-Americans (US) 
who remain locked in static or declining housing markets and have con-
sequently experienced very little spatial mobility. It could be argued that
these communities experience the greatest levels of social disadvantage
and educational under-achievement, reducing their choices regarding
housing, employment and neighbourhoods of residence.

Within the UK, dispersal is particularly evident among Indian commun-
ities (the largest ethnic group in the UK), which show signs of movement
from neighbourhoods in London and the west Midlands towards settle-
ment in the south-east and south-west. Between 1991 and 2001 the growth
nodes for Indian communities were towards the south-east and areas con-
tiguous to major conurbations and London. More than 40 percent of local
authorities showed an above average increase in the Indian population.
Most were located in the line between Bristol and the Wash (i.e. the area of
southern England commonly associated with being the economic engine 
of the British economy) (see Chapter 2).

Taking this further, the areas seeing the most dramatic growth rates 
in minority communities in the UK were rural and semi-rural local author-
ities, such as North Dorset, Malvern Hills, North Shropshire and Ryedale,
all of which experienced increases of between 100 and 300 percent in their
minority populations, apparently reflecting both the dispersal of estab-
lished communities and official migrant dispersal programmes. How-
ever, all were growing from a very low base and, whilst these figures may
not point to a significant outward migration of minority communities
from traditional areas of settlement, a pattern of change is nevertheless 
discernible (see Chapter 2). The housing and race equality challenges in 
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the future may be located in towns and cities of secondary migration 
that have had little previous experience of meeting the needs of minority
communities.

Policy makers have picked up the changing nature of immigration and
settlement (Spencer, 2005). ‘New’ communities are people who have
migrated to the UK since the 1990s. These groups are drawn from a diverse
range of countries. Some groups have come from places that have seen
significant conflict, such as Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Congo and the
Balkans. Political reasons are often just as important as economic reasons
for coming to the UK. Following the establishment of the National Asylum
Support Service (NASS), the past 5 years have seen significant numbers of
asylum seekers and new communities arriving into major cities but also
dispersed to towns and regions that have had little experience of immigra-
tion. Other groups have come from the European Union seeking better
wages and employment. There has been significant immigration from the
new Accession countries3; workers have been recruited by employers again
located in areas where there has been very little experience of supporting
migration, such as East Anglia and the south-west of England (Spencer,
2005).

The lessons about minority sprawl are mixed in the US. Similar patterns
to the UK are slowly emerging. Latino and Asian-Americans – the two
fastest growing minority groups – are moving into diverse neighbourhoods
located in the suburbs, as are some middle-income African-Americans.
The story is by no means consistent across the nation. For example, the
geographical ‘sprawl’ of people is moving much faster in sunbelt cities
located in the west than in the rustbelt cities of the east. Racial segrega-
tion and polarization remain uncomfortable features for far too many
Americans (Briggs, 2005).

Segregation only becomes a problem when communities have a lack of
choice and realistic options in employment and key public policy areas
such as housing and education. Indeed it functions to support essential
day-to-day activities, such as social interaction, shopping for specific goods
and services as well as providing access to places of worship. There is a
need for researchers to consider the importance of social capital allied to
housing and neighbourhood choice in so-called segregated communities.
They are not necessarily ‘problem’ areas but neighbourhoods that help peo-
ple and cities to function (Beider, 2005).

These trends of movement of minority communities in the US and 
UK will have profound consequences for our understanding of delivering

3 The Accession countries joined the European Union on 1 May 2004. They are the
Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia
and Slovenia.



public services, racial tolerance and the move towards a political accep-
tance of the importance of diversity.

Home ownership for some?

Housing tenure also shows some similar trends across the US and UK with
home ownership a common aspiration among minorities as well as the
wider population. The home ownership rate in the US reached 69 percent
in 2003. This is the highest it has ever been and confirms the perception
that this is a nation of homeowners and aspiring homeowners (US
Commerce Department, 2004). However, the high rates mask disparities
by race. For whites, home ownership is the tenure of choice of 75.1 percent,
but it is significantly lower for African-Americans, at 48.4 percent. The
fastest growing segment is Latinos but, at 47.4 percent, they still have
amongst the lowest rates of ownership of all ethnic groups in the US. Over-
all, however, African-Americans and Latino groups have recently shown a
surge in owner occupation that has outpaced even whites. Between 1993
and 2003 their respective rates increased by 6 percent and 7 percent com-
pared to 5 percent for whites (Schill, 2004).

What are the key drivers for increasing numbers of minority groups 
opting for home ownership? First we can point to rising prosperity amongst
some minority families allowing access to better quality housing. This is
reinforced by statistics drawn from the 2000 US Census showing dispersal
of African-American and Latino communities. Second is the opening up 
of mainstream lending to minority groups. Increasingly banks, pushed by
US Government legislation such as the 1977 Community Investment Act,
regard minority groups as an untapped and lucrative market rather than a
bad risk. Third, and linked to the second point, is the growth of what has
been called ‘risk-based underwriting’ from some financial institutions to
low-income communities. However, the rise of home ownership amongst
minorities in the US should not hide the fact that racial concentration and
poverty have been features of American life for several decades.

The position in the UK is not dissimilar. Nearly 72 percent of the popu-
lation is homeowners. Between 1971 and 2002 there was a 20 percent
increase in home ownership with most of the surge associated with
changes in the 1980s. This followed the Right to Buy legislation introduced
by the Conservative government, which enabled tenants to buy their 
council houses from the local authority at discounted rates. Correspond-
ingly the number of council tenants declined from 34 percent in 1981 to 
14 percent in 2002 (ODPM, 2003). Apart from making it easier for tenants
to become homeowners, the decline can also be linked to stigma surround-
ing council housing, and its perceived associations with high rates of
crime, drugs and poverty. The residualization of council housing stock
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made it appear to be the housing of last resort. Financially home owner-
ship was more advantageous because it provided opportunities to increase
capital as well as use equity to improve living standards.

This has not always been the case for black and minority ethnic commun-
ities in the UK. Many immigrants arriving from the new Commonwealth
in the 1950s and 1960s experienced various forms of financial exclusion
that restricted their pathways into home ownership (Henderson and Karn,
1987). Institutional racism in lending policies and practices within the 
formal financial sector during this period is often referred to as one of the
main barriers preventing many immigrant households from breaking into
home ownership in Britain. In response many of these ‘new’ communities
made use of self-help strategies and social networks to counter unrespons-
ive financial lending markets. For example within the African-Caribbean
communities there was widespread use of rotating savings and credit 
associations (Roscas) or ‘pardners’. These informal savings and lending
schemes enabled financially excluded communities to pool resources to
raise sufficient funds for a deposit to secure their first house purchase
(Senior, 1991; Joseph, 2006).

Problems of quality and affordability

One of the key drivers of housing change in Britain is the 2010 Decent
Homes Standard. Recognizing that a significant proportion of public 
sector housing requires investment, the government has stated that social
landlords need to review, repair or demolish housing units to meet this
new standard. It is estimated that there are 1.6 million unfit homes in the
UK. This equates to one in fifteen homes in the country falling below the
standard (Leather and Morrison, 1997). As noted earlier in this chapter
most unfit housing is located in the private sector but the DHS is weaker
here than in the public sector.

It has been argued that minority communities are the least likely to 
be satisfied with their housing choices as well as tending to be over-
represented in some of the worst housing conditions, both in the private
sector and in social housing (Madood et al., 1997). Of the longstanding
minority communities, African-Caribbean and Bangladeshi communities
are the most concentrated in local authority housing and have therefore
been disproportionately affected by the backlog of disrepair in the council
housing sector. Patterns of housing disadvantage also affect new migrants
who are now well represented on some low-demand local authority estates
as a result of the government’s dispersal policy. Poor housing in the private
sector compounds the situation. A recent report found that one out of six
dwellings visited, and housing asylum seekers, was unfit for human habita-
tion (Garvie, 2001). Problems surrounding status and tenure together with


