
A STUDYGUIDE by Kate dimech

www.metromagazine.com.au

www.theeducationshop.com.au

SUBURB 
4 SALE



cover: Sandy May on the back porch with her twin daughters, Payden and Brianna. above - L-R top row: A row of mail 
boxes line Southdown Place in Airds; Rows of paling fence and trellis divide these back yards in Airds; Robyn Harrison 
gestures emphatically as she comments on the Sydney property market; Multicoloured washing drying slowly on an 

overcast day in Airds. bottom: Kim and Daniel supervise their sons 
[all Photos in this guide by Alex Barry]

Suburb 4 Sale is a one-hour 
observational documentary 
filmed over two years with three 

families as they buy into, or try to opt 
out of, a public housing estate. The 
documentary is an intimate portrayal 
of their difficulties, joys and disap-
pointments.

While the backdrop is public housing 
in Sydney, Suburb 4 Sale tells a much 
bigger, universal story. Establishing a 
home is a common Australian experi-
ence involving significant commit-
ments and decisions. However, it is 

not always straightforward or trouble 
free. The documentary shows the 
impact that broad social and eco-
nomic forces can have on personal 
dreams and aspirations.

Using Suburb 4 Sale in the 
classroom

The documentary contains infrequent 
coarse language and refers to acts of 
violence occurring within a community. 
Previewing is recommended. Suburb 
4 Sale is suitable for students of upper 
secondary level. It is of specific inter-

est and relevance to teachers and 
students of:

• 	 Studies of Society & Environment 
(SOSE/HSIE)

• 	E nglish
• 	P olitics
• 	E conomics
• 	 Legal studies

The documentary is also useful for 
tertiary students in courses such as 
Urban Planning and Design, Welfare 
and Counseling.
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Introducing ‘Suburb 4 Sale’
On the very edge of southwest Sydney, where suburban sprawl meets bushland, a number of 
unusual auctions have begun. The NSW Department of Housing is selling off houses it can no 
longer afford to maintain, and is making plans to bulldoze others, in an effort to revamp the 
suburb of Airds.



The NSW Department of Housing 
owns approximately 140,000 
properties, about 1,500 of which 

are located in the Airds and Bradbury 
social housing community.

The NSW Department of Housing is 
funded by the Commonwealth and 
State Governments but also receives 
revenue from rental tenants and from 
services it provides on behalf of other 
government departments.

Public housing tenants pay ‘market 
rent’ for their properties and eligibility 
requirements ensure that public housing 

assists those in greatest need. These 
requirements focus on applicants’ resi-
dency status, age, income level, assets 
and ability to maintain a tenancy.

Why is there is a certain stigma sur-
rounding public housing and the 
people who live in it? The filmmakers 
hope that by watching Suburb 4 Sale, 
viewers will be able to ‘see beyond 
the stereotypes of how people living in 
public housing are usually portrayed’.

•	A s a class, discuss your under-
standing of public housing 
(commonly known as ‘Commis-

sion homes’). Is there any public 
housing in your local area? Who 
lives in it? Where did you get your 
impressions about public housing?

•	  Make notes of your main ideas 
about public housing and after 
viewing the documentary, look 
back at your notes. Did your 
thoughts accurately reflect what 
you saw in the documentary? What 
similarities or differences did you 
find?

[Insert location map of Airds and 
adjoining suburbs showing their prox-
imity to Sydney]

Sandy May sits in the garden, while her daughter plays on the swing
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Background To The Documentary

The profile of public housing in Australia has changed significantly since its beginning over a 
century ago. Originally established to provide housing for low-income families or for returned 
servicemen and women, it now serves a welfare function for unemployed people, single par-
ent families, the elderly and mentally and physically disabled.



When the Housing Commis-
sion of NSW (now the NSW 
Department of Housing) 

began construction on the Airds estate 
in the 1970’s, one of their aims was ‘… 
to contribute to the building of strong 
and happy communities’. Although the 
Commission may have accomplished 
this aim initially, today Airds is one 
of the most socially disadvantaged 
suburbs of Sydney. While watching 
Suburb 4 Sale we should consider 
how disappointing this outcome must 
be for the present Department.

Daniel Torr’s family is one of three 
cases followed closely in the docu-
mentary. Daniel makes the winning 
bid at auction and tells of plans to 
turn his new house into a family 
home. However this hope is crushed 
when his work takes the Torrs back to 
Queensland and they must start rent-
ing a house again.

Tracey Brotherstone speaks hopefully 
of the Department’s plans to bulldoze 
her house because that will mean she, 
partner Lyn and daughter Braeley will 
be able to move out of Airds. Then she 

hears the plans have been stalled and 
she becomes ‘bloody disheartened’.

Sandy May is hopeful that by moving 
to a new house and reuniting with her 
boyfriend Sean, they will become ‘one 
big family’ but Sean decides to go 
back to New Zealand leaving Sandy to 
raise her three children on her own.

We also witness the hopes and disap-
pointments experienced by some 
of the minor characters in Suburb 4 
Sale. After renting a house for twelve 
years, Gail hoped that the sell off in 
Airds would provide an opportunity for 
her to purchase her own home but on 
auction day the opening bid was larger 
than her finances would allow.

When we first meet real estate agent 
Robyn Harrison, she appears to have 
a lot of confidence in the property 
market and the Department’s plans to 
redevelop Airds but by the end of the 
documentary she is disappointed by 
the lack of interest in the properties 
she is trying to sell.

Although Suburb 4 Sale ends unfor-

tunately for the Torrs and the Airds 
redevelopment as a whole, things look 
more promising for Tracey and Sandy.

Through a twist of fate, the compensa-
tion payout from Lyn’s bashing may 
provide her and Tracey with the oppor-
tunity to get out of Airds. In Sandy’s 
case, even though her reunion with 
boyfriend Sean was short lived, she 
was able with the help of her mother, 
to get her family out of public housing 
and into a private home.

Activity – Highs and lows

-	W hat do you think were the high 
and low points for the three fami-
lies who are the focus of Suburb 
4 Sale? Write your responses in 
your workbooks, then as a class 
discuss your findings.

-	R emember a time in your life when 
you were optimistic, only to be let 
down either by yourself or some-
one else. Write a paragraph or two 
about your experience and how it 
made you feel.

Sandy May sits in the garden as her twin daughters play on the trampoline and swings
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Hope and disappointment
Hope and disappointment are recurrent themes in Suburb 4 Sale. As we observe three 
families attempting to move into or out of Airds, we share many of the hopes and disappoint-
ments they experience along the way.



In Suburb 4 Sale, the sale of proper-
ties to private buyers in Airds (a 
suburb about an hour’s drive south 

of Sydney) is making the dream of 
home ownership possible for many 
people who would otherwise be 
unable to afford property within the 
Sydney area.

The Torrs are one family who saw the 
sell-off as an opportunity to secure 
their own home and get out of the 
rental market. At the beginning of the 
documentary we see Daniel Torr bid-
ding at an auction in Airds. Although 
his winning bid is $30,000 over the 
family budget, his concern is eased 
by real estate agent Robyn Harrison 
who says ‘You think you’re paying 
top dollar now, in six months, you got 
a bargain’. Daniel replies ‘In a year’s 
time I should imagine that it’ll be a fair 
price. Property goes up …’

However, the property market crash 
three months later is an unexpected 
setback and the home the Torrs 

had hoped would pay off as a good 
investment turned out to be just the 
opposite. The market plunge meant 
they had paid too much for their house 
so when Daniel was offered a carpen-
try job in Queensland, the Torrs were 
confronted with the news that they 
would lose $30,000 by selling up and 
moving. They decide that putting their 
Airds home up for rental is their only 
real option.

Unfortunately for the Torrs and people 
in similar circumstances, the property 
market is unpredictable and securing 
a home with the hope that its value will 
appreciate, or at least not depreciate, 
is a gamble not everyone can afford 
to take. In the Torrs’ case, Airds did 
not prove to be the Great Australian 
Dream they had hoped for.

Activity – Weighing the 
risks

Suburb 4 Sale shows us that in 
making the potentially life-chang-

ing decision to purchase real estate, 
even after weighing the risks and 
advantages, we are never in complete 
control of the outcome.

•	W hat could be some of the risks 
involved in buying a home in a 
public housing area such as Airds? 
What are the advantages? Keep-
ing these risks and advantages in 
mind, why do you think the Torrs 
made the decision to buy a home 
in Airds?

•	W hat impact do you think private 
ownership will have on the com-
munity of Airds? Note the positive 
and the negative consequences 
you think this could have on the 
community.

•	 Use the internet to investigate the 
current prices of property in Airds 
and compare them to the prices 
mentioned in Suburb 4 Sale. Has 
the real estate market recovered or 
has it gone backwards?

Director/producer Anne Delaney and a cameraman follow auctioneers as they set up.

�

S
CREE





N

 E
D

U
CAT




IO
N

The Great Australian 
Dream … or nightmare
Many Australians dream of one day owning their own home. Yet over the last decade or so, 
skyrocketing housing prices, a ruthless real estate market and grasping financial institutions 
have put home ownership out of reach for many people. For some it seems this dream will 
never become a reality.



‘I know every suburb has its trouble 
but it can’t be as bad as this street 
that I live in.’

‘I want to get out. I just want to move.’

Considering their desperation, why 
have Tracey and Lyn remained in Airds 
instead of moving to a private rental? 
Tracey gives us one explanation for 
staying ‘… housing commission’s not 
like private rent … if you leave housing 
commission, you’ve got to start all 
over again.’

Sandy mentions that since moving to 
Airds two years earlier, she has lost 
her friends and her family have only 
visited her a handful of times. ‘… 
What’s that saying [about the neigh-
bourhood]?’ she asks.

Sandy’s mum Karen says ‘… I don’t 
like going there late at night ... and her 
sister won’t go there either’.

Think about Sandy’s living situation in 

Airds and the isolation she must have 
felt without visits from her family and 
friends. How would you feel living in 
an area where your own family were 
too afraid to visit?

Instead of sending her children to a 
local school, Sandy drives them to a 
school in Eschol Park which is fifteen 
minutes away from her home ‘but it’s 
worth it … I didn’t want them going 
into any other school around Airds’, 
she says.

Tracey and Sandy both tell us that they 
didn’t intend to live in Airds for so long. 
We get the impression that they feel 
trapped by circumstances beyond their 
control and that the temporary homes 
Airds provided for them originally have 
became desperate situations from 
which they are now trying to escape.

Activity – Too close to 
home

The murder in Tracey’s street and Lyn 

being bashed at the local pub are inci-
dents that give us a sobering insight 
into the realities facing the residents 
of Airds. Aside from these two events, 
the filmmakers subtly show us many 
other negative features of the neigh-
bourhood.

•	 In your workbooks, make a list of 
the things you see in the docu-
mentary which imply that Airds is a 
troubled community.

•	 Despite negative attitudes towards 
Airds, it is Robyn Harrison’s job 
to sell the properties the Depart-
ment has for sale. What positive 
terms does she use to make Airds 
appear like an attractive area to 
buy? How does Robyn’s home in 
Bradbury, a neighbouring suburb 
of Airds, differ from those you see 
in Airds?

[Insert comment from Sandy ‘… some 
people want to act like ‘housos’ … 
some people don’t …’]

Kim Torr takes a break, while Daniel wrangles the boys.
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ESCAPING AIRDS
Suburb 4 Sale focuses on many negative aspects of Airds that explain Tracey’s and Sandy’s 
desperation to leave the public housing estate. From our first meeting with Tracey and Lyn, 
their desire to leave Airds is made clear by some of their comments:



When Airds was constructed 
in the 1970s, it was based 
on the Radburn principles 

which focused on separating pedestri-
an and vehicular traffic by means of an 
extensive network of footpaths, under-
passes and bridges, and constructing 
the dwellings so that they faced these 
walkways and areas of open space. 
Although aimed at creating a safe 
and community-centred environment, 
the dwellings and walkways were not 
viewable from the road and this cre-
ated problems with personal security, 
surveillance and vandalism.

As well as problems with the design, 
Airds’ location limited the residents’ 
access to employment, transport and 
health and family services.

The NSW Department of Housing 
commenced a community renewal 
program in the 1990s in an effort to 
make Airds a safer and more appeal-
ing environment and improve the 
quality of life for its residents. As well 

as maintaining and refurbishing the 
homes and improving the physical 
surroundings, the term ‘community 
renewal’ encompasses training pro-
grams for residents, upgrading local 
services and encouraging a broader 
social mix – hence the selling of 
homes to private buyers. This seems 
to be an acknowledgement that put-
ting single parent, low-income families 
all together in the one area can create 
urban ghettos with associated prob-
lems of crime and unemployment.

Community renewal also aims to 
develop a sense of neighbourhood 
pride among the residents through 
community activities such as clean up 

days, fundraising events and youth 
programs. According to the Depart-
ment, ‘community renewal is all about 
building on local strengths’.

Activity – Safer and 
stronger communities

The NSW Department of Housing 
explains community renewal this way:

‘The process of community renewal 
is ultimately about community re-
engagement of disadvantaged com-
munities with each other, with services 
and employment, and with the broader 
community.’

•	 Imagine you are a resident of Airds 
and write a letter to the Depart-
ment of Housing to point out the 
main problems in your neighbour-
hood. Make some suggestions 
about ways you and other resi-
dents could take an active role in 
improving your community.

Partners Tracey Brotherstone and Lyn Kanis – still waiting to get out of Airds.
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Community Renewal
The NSW Department of Housing describes its vision for public housing as ‘… a healthy 
housing system that provides sustainable, affordable housing for NSW, and supports indi-
viduals and neighbourhoods to create vibrant, sustainable communities’.



In practice, filmmakers often com-
bine several of these modes in the 
same documentary. They may for 

example, employ observational ele-
ments within sequences of exposition 
using voice-over.

In general terms, observational docu-
mentaries:

•	 Do not use formal interviews, nar-
ration or re-enactments

•	A re led along by the subjects and 
do not follow a script

•	 Have subjects who engage with 
each other rather than speak to the 
camera

•	 Use synchronous sound rather 
than voiceover

•	E stablish a feeling of intimacy and 

relationship between viewers and 
subjects

•	C reate a final effect that is un-
staged, direct and immediate

After viewing Suburb 4 Sale, consider 
the above characteristics. How many 
of them are apparent in the documen-
tary? Discuss some examples from the 
film with other members of your class.

Useful websites:

Community Builders: http://www.com-
munitybuilders.nsw.gov.au

Shelter NSW: http://www.shelternsw.
org.au

NSW Department of Housing: http://
www.housing.nsw.gov.au

Shooting the Past? Found Footage 

Filmmaking and Popular Memory: 
http://www.kinema.uwaterloo.
ca/bell041.htm

Financed by Film Finance Corporation
Produced in association with SBS 
Independent
Developed in association with The 
Australian Film Commission
Developed with assistance from New 
South Wales Film and Television Office
Produced by Magic Real Picture 
Company
Writer/Director/Producer: Anne 
Delaney
Co-Writer/Co-Director/Associate 
Producer: Lara Cole

Kate Dimech is a Melbourne based free-
lance writer.� •

Documentary Techniques
The filmmakers describe Suburb 4 Sale as an ‘observational documentary’ so this term de-
serves discussion. Many professional film courses and academic papers refer to the work of 
Bill Nichols, a Professor of Cinema Studies at San Francisco State University who describes 
documentary films under a number of different categories: interactive, expository, reflexive, 
performative and observational.

This study guide was produced by ATOM © ATOM 2006 
editor@atom.org.au 

For more information on Screen Education 
magazine or to download other free study guides visit  

www.metromagazine.com.au 
For hundreds of articles on Film as Text, Screen 
Literacy, Multiliteracy and Media Studies, visit  

www.theeducationshop.com.au
Notice: An educational institution may make copies of all or part of this Study Guide, provided that it only 
makes and uses copies as reasonably required for its own educational, non-commercial, classroom pur-

poses and does not sell or lend such copies.
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