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This article analyzes tenant political organizing in Canada’s first and largest housing project, Toronto’s Regent 
Park, in the 1960s and 1970s, detailing the course of tenant organizing on the questions of project maintenance, 
the rental scale, and tenant management. Tenants organized around economic and political issues as 
well as for recognition and dignity in the face of social exclusion. Stigmatization of Regent Park has obscured 
the extent to which its tenants have resisted, rejected, and organized against dominant ideologies and 
the oppressive practices of state housing authorities. The author locates tenant struggles within the larger 
oppositional climate of the era and situates successes and failures in the context of shifting government policies 
and internal obstacles to sustained tenant organization. The struggles of public housing tenants to confront 
the rigid structures and policies of project management and propose their own alternatives are 
highlighted. 
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The 1960s and 1970s are aptly seen as years of sweeping change and revolt as 
a series of bitter social and economic upheavals burst out around the world. 
Discontent and rebellion never reached revolutionary proportions in Canada, 
yet it was not immune from the widespread winds of transformation blowing 
across the globe. In the mid-1960s, a “wildcat wave” of illegal and largely successful 
strikes by rank-and-file workers aimed at employers, the state, and 
their own union leaders dented the postwar system of industrial legality.1 A 
thriving struggle against national oppression, which was often linked directly 
to labor and social struggles, flourished in the French-speaking province of 
Quebec.2 Growing numbers of young people began to question established 
ideas on democracy, authority, sexuality, and education.3 Oppositional ideas 
and movements against sexism, racism, and homophobia also developed in 
these turbulent decades.4 Often eschewing formal politics, a wide range of 
people from various sectors of society raised critical issues about how society 
was organized. Even employers and governments at various levels in Canada 
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would adjust their policies in an attempt to appease the growing mood of 
dissatisfaction in the country. 
 The question of housing struggles is rarely mentioned in general accounts 
of the upheavals of the 1960s in North America. Yet housing and related socioeconomic 
issues were sometimes central in the growing spirit of questioning 
and revolt occurring in society at large. Urban renewal and housing, for 
instance, were key issues that produced the explosive rebellions of 1964 to 
1968 in cities across the United States.5 Vibrant protest movements in public 
housing in Chicago, Boston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New Orleans, Newark, 
and St. Louis were inspired by and contributed to the larger thrust for social 
change among African Americans, the poor, and other oppressed groups in the 
1960s and 1970s.6 In many cities, public housing tenants organized democratic 
tenants’ councils to negotiate with management over a range of issues; in 
some projects, tenants were elected to the boards of local housing authorities. 
In St. Louis, a victorious rent strike by public housing tenants in 1968 led to a 
reconstituted St. Louis Housing Authority, which for the first time included a 



tenant management scheme.7 

 In the larger framework of 1960s societal discontent and agitation, struggles 
around housing would also find a receptive audience north of the border. 
The ideas and practices of Canadian public housing, as in the economy and 
social policy in general, were heavily influenced by developments in the 
United States. American housing reformers were held in high esteem in Canada, 
and while there were differences of timing and emphasis as Richard Harris 
notes, affordable housing programs in Canada were often modeled on U.S. 
examples.8 By the late 1960s, American-based ideas and movements questioning 
government actions at home and abroad as well as power relations in society 
at large also created an environment propitious for Canadian tenant 
organizing. Motivated by concerns over the relative socioeconomic deterioration 
of their living environments, inspired by the campaigns of other oppressed 
groups for dignity and self-determination, and buoyed by an optimistic outlook 
of the potential for political reform, tenant, neighborhood, and anti– 
urban renewal organizations in Canada proliferated in these years.9 

The few existing studies of public housing resident organizations in North 
America fall into two broad camps. Urban sociologists, political historians, 
and contemporary observers have focused more directly on the overall political 
and economic context and the strategies and tactics of tenant organizations. 
Peter Dreir, for instance, confirms that the 1960s wave of tenant activism 
among public housing and private market tenants raised political consciousness, 
won some concrete improvements in the built environment, and secured 
important legal victories. Nevertheless, he concludes that tenants failed to generalize 
their struggles and build on their successes. Most tenants’ organizations 
were crisis oriented and tended to peter out after short-term objectives 
were met or failed. Moreover, since most organizations relied on funding by 
government and/or nonprofit advocacy organizations, they were subject to the 
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changing ideological whims of politicians and liberal reformers.10 Peter 
Marcuse makes similar arguments in the case of the demise of the National 
Tenants Organization in the 1970s. He argues that cuts to funding, turnover in 
leadership, and small concessions from local authorities and federal housing 
officials all undercut militancy and activity in the national organization and its 
local affiliates.11 Moreover, he suggests that the shift in tenant movement strategy 
toward “self-help efforts to provide and maintain and manage housing are 
as likely to drain off energies that might go towards collective movements 
aimed at changing policies as they are to contribute directly to them.”12 Both 
authors conclude that the increasingly conservative political context of the late 
1970s and 1980s, the decline of broader social movements, and the challenges 
of sustaining activism in the face of the grueling day-to-day responsibilities of 
survival set the backdrop for a precipitous decline in tenant political 
organization in the projects. 
 More recent project-level histories of public housing activism have shifted 
the focus toward rich description and analysis of the voices and activities of 
grassroots tenants themselves. Influenced by the theoretical concerns and 
research methods of ethnography and oral history, they have concentrated on 
the social processes as well as outcomes, struggles as well as victories and 
defeats, of public housing tenants. According to one advocate, they have “let 
the voices” of the tenants themselves guide their narratives.13 In one particularly 



fine study, Rhonda Y.Williams explores the courageous battles of black 
women in Baltimore’s public housing from the 1940s to the 1970s, showing 
that at various times they were able to gain a profound sense of dignity as well 
as win concrete benefits for their families.14 Sudhir Alladi Venkatesh has similarly 
detailed the empowering political activities of tenants involved in campaigns 
for improved maintenance and security among residents of Robert 
Taylor Homes in Chicago.15 In the Canadian context, an exhibition and catalogue 
on Toronto’s Regent Park (RP) housing project by former resident, 
David Zapparoli, centers on how the thoroughly multicultural tenant body 
worked together to secure a modicum of dignity, self-respect, and progress in 
living conditions despite the residents’ hardships and the brutalizing stigmatization 
of their neighborhood.16 By showing how public housing residents 
coped with material deprivation and discrimination and how they forged social 
and political spaces in their own right, these works have made an important 
contribution in highlighting what African American working-class historian 
Robin Kelley describes as “opposition and human agency on the part of the 
poor.”17 

 In this article, I aim to bridge both the “hard” analyses of tenant political 
strategy and the social history approach that highlights the agency of public 
housing residents. I look at tenant political organizing in RP, Canada’s first and 
largest housing project, in the 1960s and 1970s, detailing the formation of the 
Regent Park Community Improvement Association and the course of tenant 
organizing on the questions of project maintenance, rental scale, and tenant 
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management. RP tenants organized around economic and political issues as 
well as for recognition and dignity in the face of intense social exclusion and 
marginality. Ideological stigmatization of RP as an eye-catching site of poverty 
and deprivation has obscured the extent to which tenants in RP have 
resisted, rejected, and organized against dominant ideologies and the oppressive 
practices of state housing authorities. I locate these struggles within the 
larger oppositional climate of the era and situate successes and failures in the 
context of shifting government policies and internal obstacles to sustained tenant 
organization. Most important, I highlight the active struggles of public 
housing tenants to confront the rigid structures and policies of the “Housing”— 
the euphemism used by tenants to describe project management—and 
propose their own alternatives. 
 
RP AND POSTWAR SOCIAL RECONSTRUCTION 
Public housing in Canada was originally cast within the broader interventionist 
impulse of governments at all levels during post–World War II social 
and economic reconstruction. Housing shortages were critical in most urban 
centers during the war and for several years afterward, and veterans, unions, 
and other social groups persistently demanded more action, putting intense 
pressure on the state to provide dwellings.18 In addition to the palpable fear of 
increased class conflict, there was a generalized belief in policy circles in Canada 
as in other Western countries that the postwar capitalist economy was 
likely to revert back into marked economic instability as experienced in the 
1930s.19 While the vast majority of Canadian government assistance in the 
housing field after the war would be directed to homeowners, financial institutions, 



and developers, there was a short political space in the late 1940s 
through the 1960s in which limited state investment in low-income housing 
was considered a viable option. 
 RP, the pioneer effort in Canadian slum clearance and urban renewal, was 
constructed in a longstanding Anglo-Celtic working-class neighborhood in 
downtown Toronto known as Cabbagetown that had long been singled out as a 
nefarious “slum” neighborhood by urban reformers, the media, state officials, 
and other “slumologists.”20 Regent Park North (RPN)—composed largely of 
three-story walk-up apartments and row houses, similar to one of North America’s 
first public housing projects, Cedar-Central, in Cleveland21—began 
accepting low-income families and some senior citizens in 1949 and was completed 
by 1957.22 A series of imposing high-rise apartment buildings mark 
Regent Park South (RPS), completed in 1959 to exclusively house families. 
By 1960, the two sections of the development contained approximately 10,000 
people. The City of Toronto created the Housing Authority of Toronto (HAT) 
in early 1947 to direct slum clearance and public housing construction. It 
would manage RPN until a new provincial body, the Ontario Housing 
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Corporation (OHC), took over in 1968. RPS was managed by the Metropolitan 
Toronto Housing Authority (MTHA) until 1968, when it too would join its 
northern partner under the aegis of OHC, which had swallowed up all the public 
housing in the province by this time.23 

 Since RPN and RPS were slum clearance and redevelopment schemes, 
those on the top of the priority list for rehousing were low-income families living 
in the slum area at the time of clearance. HAT estimated in 1948 that 80 
percent of residents in the area cleared for RPN would apply for rehousing in 
the new project, yet by the time the project was fully constructed, more than 
half of the apartments and houses were occupied by families who had not lived 
in the area before.24 Only 23 percent of the original 638 families in the southern 
section of the redevelopment area relocated in RPS by the project completion 
date.25 The majority of homeowners and some tenants refused to apply to the 
new project because they were opposed to the idea of state-assisted housing or 
their higher incomes rendered them ineligible; many other eligible families 
were confused or frustrated by the interminable wait for a vacancy and opted to 
find accommodation elsewhere. A sizable minority were refused access 
because they were thought to be morally unfit for the new scheme.26 In later 
years, eligibility for public housing would be based on a complex formula 
measuring, among others, income, number of dependents, and conditions in 
applicants’ existing dwellings. From the mid-1960s onward, a whole host of 
social indicators would unmistakably reveal an increasingly marginalized 
population with disproportionate numbers of poor single mothers and families 
subsisting on welfare.27 

 
FIGHTING THE SLUM LABEL IN THE 1940S 
Even before RP redevelopment began, the much-maligned “slum-dwellers” 
of the Cabbagetown area resisted the stereotyping efforts and urban 
renewal initiatives of the local state and the reform movement. The Regent 
Park Ratepayers’ Association (RPRA), formed by working-class homeowners 
in the slum clearance area, resented the slum label, were dissatisfied with the 



compensation for their houses offered by the city,28 and demanded a democratic 
say in the redevelopment process (Figure 1).29 As Kevin Brushett shows, 
the RPRA “hounded City Hall throughout the planning, clearance and reconstruction 
stages.”30 There was neither public consultation on the process nor 
community representation on the HAT. Both state officials and the middleclass 
reform movement pigeonholed all opposition as greedy property owners 
trying to thwart urban progress. The RPRA was supported by sections of the 
labor movement, but the bulk of the communist and social-democratic influenced 
left were supportive of the wider reconstruction efforts and, in practice if 
not in rhetoric, were unfavorable to rank-and-file resistance to liberal modernization 
plans.31 
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The RPRA was unable to turn the tide of slum clearance, yet they continued 
to organize even after the first tenants moved into the new project (Figure 2). In 
addition to the continuing issues of house prices, rental rates in the new project, 
and citizen participation, defiance of the slum designation stood out. At a 
small RPRA protest at Toronto city hall barely two weeks after the project was 
inaugurated, one woman said she resented “Mrs. Bessie Luffman [a prominent 
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member of the HAT] being paid to go around to teas and tell everyone what 
slum conditions there are in the area and what poor housekeepers we are.” A 
chorus of women roared its approval.32 In his many dealings with area residents 
in this period, RPN relocation officer Paul Ringer recalls that they despised 
being called slum-dwellers more than anything.33 

 In 1951, the renamed Regent Park Ratepayers’ and Tenants’ Association 
(RPRTA) spearheaded a campaign against the HAT’s draconian policy of disallowing 
television in the project. Showing the early intentions to morally regulate 
residents, the HAT banned television, arguing that tenants in a publicly 
funded venture should not be able to afford such luxuries. The RPRTA vigorously 
opposed this move, seeing it as an attempt to create “second-class” citizens 
in the project with restricted rights. Rose Salson, secretary of the group, 
argued succinctly that “the right of a citizen in a democracy to a free choice in 
what he buys is fundamental. . . . To attempt to stamp ‘charity’ heavily upon all 
the residents of an area is to create a sort of ‘ghetto’ in which it would be difficult 
for a person to have any self-respect.”34 A scant two years after the project’s 
opening, the very first family to move into the project, the Bluett’s, were 
active in the RPRTA. In open defiance of the authorities, Alf Bluett erected an 
aerial on his house to challenge the policy. He desisted after a stern threat of 
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eviction, but by 1954, an estimated 60 percent of the units had aerials erected 
in clear defiance of regulations, effectively forcing the HAT to provide a central 
antenna system for a nominal monthly charge.35 Even at this early stage, 
tenants found ways of successfully fighting for their interests. 
 
ORGANIZATION AND STRUGGLE IN THE 1960S: THE ORIGINS OF 
THE REGENT PARK COMMUNITY IMPROVEMENT ASSOCIATION 
Residents founded community clubs in the 1950s, but after the demise of 
the RPRTA, no political organizations existed in either section of the project. 



In the 1960s, however, a variety of state-initiated developments, a pent-up 
frustration around a range of concrete issues, and the rebellious climate of the 
era would once again spark political organizing. 
 The reluctance of the City of Toronto to be directly saddled with a large and 
expensive public housing portfolio led to discussions in the mid-1960s 
between the OHC and the City for an amalgamation of RPN and RPS under 
control of the larger provincial body. With the imminent takeover, tenants 
stepped onto the stage, organizing a community fight back against the outside 
control and bureaucratization threatened by the OHC. On April 17, 1968, 
eighty RPN residents and allies such as RP United Church minister Robert 
Lindsay marched to city hall to protest against the OHC.36 Their placards read 
“Keep Sincerity Between Tenants and Administration” and “No Absentee 
Landlord.” They also organized a well-attended public meeting with city officials 
to voice their opposition. Toronto Mayor William Dennison declared his 
concern for the “people” and promised that OHC management of RPN would 
not bring significant changes.37 

 Residents thought differently. Pat Barrett argued, “Let’s all think in terms of 
people, human beings, and not dollars and cents.” Gerald Hudson emphasized 
that the OHC was a vast and impersonal bureaucracy concerned solely with 
operating costs: “It is time we recalled the principles upon which our physical 
planning should operate. These are human values rather than economic values.” 
38 The OHC did take over the HAT but not without hearing from the voices 
of those most directly affected (Figure 3). Public housing tenants were beginning 
to speak the spirited oppositional language of the times. 
 In 1968, the federal government set up a Federal Task Force on Housing and 
Urban Redevelopment under the tutelage of cabinet minister Paul Hellyer. He 
visited both public and private housing developments across the country and 
spoke at town-hall-style meetings with interested parties. His 1969 report 
blasted public housing, blaming it for creating ghettoes and “a ‘what’s the use’ 
attitude to self and social improvement.”39 The Toronto Star, Canada’s largest 
newspaper and traditionally a supporter of public housing, weighed in with six 
scathing articles by David Allen condemning pubic housing and stereotyping 
RPS and many of its tenants, especially young people, as rough, rowdy, and 
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dysfunctional.40 He hinted that areas like RPS might also experience the wave 
of urban rebellions rocking the United States.41 

 The explosion of urban protest never came, but neither were RP tenants 
hapless bystanders. At Hellyer’s visit to the project, over one hundred tenants 
peppered him with questions ranging from the rental scale to maintenance and 
heckled him from the floor.42 Almost all the tenants interviewed in David 
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Allen’s series of articles in the Toronto Star pinpointed negative labeling by 
outsiders as a key problem. Several tenants explicitly questioned the role of the 
media itself in whipping up stigmatization.43 And the leader of the incipient 
tenants’ organization, Jerome Murray, refused a second interview with the 
Toronto Star after its smear campaign began.44 Regent Parkers were identifying 
and confronting some of the sources of their stigmatization. 
 While downplaying the small size of the group, the Toronto Star articles did 
refer to BLAST, Blevins Place Association of Some Tenants, a group of RPS 



tenants, which first formed in November 1968 to circulate a petition demanding 
that OHC provide more play areas for children. The lack of recreation 
facilities for the almost 4,000 children in both sections of RP had been a sore 
spot for years. Despite many promises from the housing authorities, recreation 
facilities were minimal. In the summer of 1968, nine-year-old RP resident 
Jody Phillips was killed by a train on his way home from a distant swimming 
pool. Several tenants organized an impromptu protest demonstration in 
response. Hundreds of RP inhabitants marched through the project and the 
surrounding area, collecting $2,700 for the establishment of a local swimming 
pool (Figure 4).45 

 BLAST was a small group that met once a week in each other’s apartments. 
In February 1969, it produced a one-page leaflet “Calling All Regent Park” to a 
general meeting at a local church and proposing a name change to the Regent 
Park Community Improvement Association (RPCIA).46 Prominently displayed 
on the leafletwas the slogan “Help Regent Park to Help Itself,” indicating 
a desire among tenant organizers to rely on self-initiative in their struggles. 
In general, the RPCIA aimed to improve life for “children in Regent Park with 
regard to all areas of human rights, education, recreation, culture and relaxation; 
for our Senior Citizens, dignity and pride in an age of materialism.”47 

The group organized regular Friday night dances and bingos to raise money, 
held an art contest to design the group’s logo, and began meeting regularly 
with OHC officials.48 A newsletter was created, the Regent Bell, renamed the 
Regent Park Community News in 1972, which aimed to publicize the events of 
the RPCIA and RP in general. 
 Significantly, the majority of RPCIA activists were women, reflecting the 
longstanding role women have played in neighborhood politics.49 Women on 
social assistance in particular, the very poorest of the poor, were most directly 
affected by rental policies and lack of tenant participation in RP. It is no surprise 
that they often took the lead, both organizationally, in terms of leadership 
and involvement, and ideologically, as the strategists and formulators of the 
policies around which activists rallied. They did not speak the language of the 
incipient feminist movement but did organize on issues that often affected 
women most overtly. 
 The many concrete issues of day-to-day life in RP motivated residents to 
act. They were also generally influenced by larger community empowerment 
ideas circulating in the late 1960s.50 As the Hellyer Report stated, “[There] is a 
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growing anger of people who, amid the material plenty around them, refuse to 
wait that ‘little bit longer’ for their minimal share. In a world of rising need and 
increasing expectations, a bit more and a bit better are not good enough.”51 Yet 
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there were no explicitly radical ideas. In fact, the tenants spoke the language of 
liberalism and felt betrayed that the “system” had let them down. The masthead 
of the Regent Bell argued, “It has not been without struggle that man has 
achieved his rights: freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and freedom of 
public meeting. To protect and preserve these rights is to exercises them justly, 
and it is on this premise that the Regent Bell is founded.”52 The RPCIA stated, 
“We are a non-political organization dealing with people, various organizations 



and specific problems. We are not second-class citizens. This label will 
be abolished by examples of good citizenship and democratic procedure. . . . It 
is not where you live but how you live that counts.”53 

 The RPCIA believed that the OHC was simply not adhering to the democracy 
promised by the system. Jerome Murray rebuked housing authorities and 
their “ilk and breed, who prostitute the British parliamentary system . . . who 
are more interested in money than democracy, the same as your counterparts in 
the U.S.A.”54 He explained that it is no wonder that people get angry and “in the 
end might get violent. But the system that treats people like that, like a caged 
animal, is just asking for trouble.”55 While negotiating throughout 1969, 
Murray reminded OHC officials that the RPCIA was a moderate organization 
but could not be held responsible for more radically minded residents who 
were advocating a “burn, baby, burn” policy.56 Speaking the liberal language of 
citizenship and democracy, the RPCIA nevertheless “infused those concepts 
with a meaning quite different from what the middle class had in mind”57 and 
reflected more radical currents of upheaval occurring in society at large. 
The spirit of revolt reached the offices of government too. The Canadian 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), the federal government body 
responsible for housing affairs, began floating ideas of “community control” 
in the late 1960s. This reflected a temporary shift in state housing policies. For 
twenty years, the federal government and CMHC had undertaken relatively 
few affordable housing projects, focusing instead on aiding consumers to buy 
houses. Top CMHC officials and their political paymasters in the federal government 
deliberately attempted to maintain minimum standards of amenities, 
services, and construction in the few existing projects so as not to make public 
housing too attractive and competitive with private developers.58 Yet in 
response to criticisms of public housing from all sides and a federal government 
concerned with the rising tide of antiauthoritarian attitudes, CMHC 
made considerable onetime investments in recreation, enhanced physical 
infrastructure in 1970, and undertook to promote a more responsive 
management structure. 
 The RPCIA capitalized on this favorable environment. Unbeknownst to 
higher OHC or local RP management,59 Brenda Gorman, an OHC tenant relations 
officer in RP, and Michael Audain, in charge of community relations at 
OHC, encouraged the RPCIA to apply for a new federal government grant for 
community organizations. The grant application emphasized enabling people 
 
p.530 

 
to identify “the nature of their economic and social problems, the plans for the 
approaches to solving these problems and to organize a way which would 
enable them to make maximum use of available community resources including 
their own inner resources.”60 It requested $70,000 over three years to help 
pay for offices, a full-time organizer, and campaigns. Anticipating the grant, 
the RPCIA hired Brenda Gorman as coordinator in October. By this time, the 
RPCIA had 180 registered members and was managed by monthly general 
membership meetings and an executive committee.61 RPCIA members visited 
tenants throughout the project to canvass tenant concerns as well as to collect 
RPCIA dues and encourage participation.62 The financial stability promised by 
the grant would allow the RPCIA to initiate more comprehensive tenant 
organizing. 



 Nevertheless, the liberalizing ideas from Ottawa were coolly received in the 
Ontario government. OHC officials were only reluctant supporters of the push 
for more community control. They had a paternalistic view of management-tenant 
relations and despised militant actions such as demonstrations. In 
response to an RCPIA request for leadership training for its activists, for 
example, an OHC official cautioned those responsible that “the type of training 
to be provided is rather important as we do not wish to breed future dissension 
and destructive confrontation, but rather to help the tenants help 
themselves in a democratic and constructive manner.”63 Many OHC officials 
had real estate and business backgrounds; their chief purpose was to maintain 
the value of their physical assets and control operating costs.64 The OHC had 
established tenant relations workers (TRW) in 1964 and by 1970 had established 
a community relations branch. However, TRW focused mostly on the 
individual problems of tenants and purely social event organizing. They followed 
the rules of the OHC tenant handbook, which recognized only “garden 
clubs” and then would inappropriately use this paternalistic “club” attitude 
toward serious political tenants’ organizations.65 

 
GARBAGE, LAUNDRY ROOMS, AND INTERNAL CONFLICT: 
THE RPCIA TAKES TO THE STREETS 
One of the key demands since the formation of the RPCIA was project 
maintenance improvement. In meetings throughout 1969, RP tenants raised 
questions of broken incinerators creating backlogs in garbage collection, rundown 
washing machines and driers, and insufficient cleaning in elevators and 
hallways. A tenant management committee was established to oversee these 
problems. In October, the RPCIA presented the OHC with a list of demands, 
including the hiring of four to five more full-time maintenance workers. 
RPCIA stressed that they realized that changes did not always happen quickly, 
but there was “frustration, bitterness, and ill will” among the tenants.66 Cer- 
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tainly part of this “ill will” was caused by lack of action on OHC’s part. Similar 
demands on maintenance problems had been made by the RPCIA since the 
summer, yet project officials refused to undertake improvements. Cost cutting 
by management on maintenance was not uncommon.67 In May and October 
1969, Jerome Murray sent letters to OHC official H. W. Suters warning him 
that patience was wearing thin; more militant members wanted to organize 
public demonstrations to win their demands.68 

 After months of OHC stalling, the RPCIA decided to take to the streets to 
back up their demands (Figure 5). On January 28, 1970, seventy-five RP tenants, 
many of them women, along with supporters such as reform Aldermen 
Karl Jaffary and John Sewell, marched to the OHC headquarters and symbolically 
dumped a bag of garbage on the desk of OHC officials. The action made 
the front page of the Toronto Star. Suters at first refused to meet with the protestors 
but eventually relented since protestors were determined to stay until 
their demands were met.69 Murray read a letter, arguing that RP tenants had 
negotiated in good faith with no results for eight months and that the OHC had 
made a mockery of democracy.70 

 Militant action brought immediate results. Suters actually telephoned 
CMHC officials during the meeting with the protestors, securing authority and 
resources to hire seven new maintenance workers, replace antiquated laundry 



machines, and hire attendants for the laundry rooms. From February to March, 
the OHC responded favorably to RPCIA complaints about project wide and 
individual problems.71With these successes, the RPCIA was becoming a pole 
of attraction. By March 1970, RPCIA membership had tripled from October 
1969 to 530 members, approximately 20 percent of the adult population.72 

Despite its clear success, the march on OHC headquarters polarized opinion 
in RP. One group of tenants led by Bud McCormick was embarrassed to be 
associated with militant demonstrations. McCormick worried that the demonstration 
painted Regent Parkers as troublemakers. Regent Bell editor Ruth 
Zimmerman seconded these concerns, claiming that many problems originated 
with tenants themselves. Other residents were impressed with the results 
of the demonstration, arguing that it was the only way to make headway with 
the OHC. RPCIA activist Dick Boundy argued that you could not argue with 
the results and tried to assuage critics by adding that “we do not want revolutions 
but resolutions to help us all.” Mike Carson, Chairman of the Porter Avenue 
Tenants Association, praised the RPCIA as a model of “courage and 
militancy.”73 

 However, McCormick defeated Murray in the March 1970 elections by a 
sizable margin and was reelected the following year. The factionalism 
between “radical” and conservative groups continued even after the elections. 
Murray established a short-lived opposition group, and he and his supporters 
harshly criticized the new executive at public meetings. Brenda Gorman, who 
shared Murray’s activist orientation, was critical of the new conservative 
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approach to tenant politics, believing that the OHC was using McCormick as a 
tool to maintain effective control and impede “meaningful change.”74 In May, 
the new executive fired her without notice or reason.75 YWCA organizer 
Norma Penner was then chosen by a general membership meeting to become 
the new coordinator on the recommendation of the executive. Penner (53 years 
old at the time) believed that she was hired by the RPCIA because McCormick 
and his executive wanted somebody a little older that was not characterized by 
the youthful radicalism of the time.76 

 McCormick’s tenure would inaugurate a more conservative approach to 
tenant organizing in the next two years. However, the basic democratic structures 
of the organization had been decided upon, a newspaper had been established, 
various initiatives on services, rents and tenant management had been 
discussed and debated and begun to be implemented, and both management 
and tenants as a whole recognized the RCIA as the bona fide tenants’ organization 
in the project. Moreover, the RPCIA and its determined organizing had 
inspired others to organize. By the end of 1970, thirty tenants’ organizations 
had sprouted up in OHC housing in Toronto.77 In 1971, an umbrella group of 
tenants’ associations in OHC housing was formed, the Ontario Tenants’ Association. 
78 Related groups such as the Just Society Movement and the Mother- 
Led Union, both of which included RP residents, were established to advocate 
on behalf of social welfare recipients.79 
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FIGHTING FOR FAIR RENTS, 1969-1973 
In its strictest sense, public housing in Canada is defined as “rent geared to 
income,” that is, tenants pay a rent that is based on their incomes. Exactly how 



income was to be defined, however, was a thorny question for tenants and managers 
that would become a site of struggle itself in public housing. The rental 
scale for RPN was originally designed in 1947.80 It was based principally on 
the ability of families to pay with variations for different family sizes and 
income. Originally, rents were supposed to be approximately 20 percent of 
total monthly family income.81 However, the notion of what was a fair percentage 
changed in government circles in the 1960s to 1980s, reaching 30 percent 
by the 1980s, quite possibly to increase public housing tenants’ rent and therefore 
reduce government subsidies and/or to make it appear that there was less 
housing need.82 For families receiving social assistance, rents were calculated 
on a fixed scale according to the shelter allowance portion of social assistance 
payments.83 Homer Borland, a top CMHC manager, described this rental 
scheme as “to each according to his need, and from each according to his ability” 
with no intended humor or apparent knowledge of the source of the 
quote.84 

 There is little doubt that the rent-to-income scale assisted many families to 
cope with the pressing difficulties of housing affordability. Still, there was a 
built-in problem. Any extra income earned through overtime, part-time work 
by one spouse or child, or year-end bonuses was always subject to a rental 
increase. Most contentious among tenants was the levy on overtime and the 
income of wives, extra income that tenants felt they deserved. In addition, 
every time there was an increase in income, regardless of the source or amount, 
tenants had to sign a new lease; income slips were routinely checked and 
employers were often consulted to verify incomes. Tenants resented laying 
their “life open bare” to OHC.85 If public housing residents failed to properly 
report their incomes, they could and often were evicted for “misrepresentation.” 
86 The rental scale made it difficult to save money to move into better 
accommodations, to buy a house or other things, effectively locking tenants 
into a vicious circle of dependency. 
 Frustration with the rental scale was a major issue for the RPCIA from its 
initiation. “Initiative,” the RPCIA argued, “is killed to earn extra money or 
improve standard of living.” In May 1969, it formally questioned the levy on 
extra income and recommended that rent be based on the take-home pay for a 
forty-hour workweek excluding overtime.87 The next month, one hundred tenants 
organized by the RPCIA met with the OHC to discuss changes to the 
rental scale.88 In November, the RPCIA expressed their concerns over rents to 
federal Minister of Housing Robert Andras. They pointed out that the charge 
on extra income was a disincentive and, for the first time, noted that those on 
social assistance were particularly discriminated against since the proportion 
of income consumed by rent was often much higher than the 25 percent average 
that CMHC considered a fair rate at the time.89 
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After the persistent lobbying of the RPCIA and other tenants’ associations 
as well as a growing barrage of criticism from social workers, academics, and 
some reform politicians,90 CMHC and OHC conceded some changes in April 
1970. For those families who earned very little, minimum rent was reduced 
from $32 to $28 a month; for families with higher incomes at the other end of 
the scale, 25 percent rather than 30 percent of income as rent was established as 
a maximum. To allay criticism of the levy on extra income, a $900 annual 
income exemption was introduced for single working parents. This meant that 



if a single working mother earned $3,500 a year, her rent would be based only 
on a figure of $2,600. Wives of main breadwinners also received a $750 
increase to their existing exemption of $250.Working tenants also won the right 
to a one-year lease; before this, RP tenants had only thirty-day leases. Everything 
else remained unchanged, including the practice of income-verification 
forms and the negligible $2 reduction for each dependent. Most important, 
those on fixed incomes, a growing proportion of tenants, remained in the same 
situation: saddled with a temporary thirty-day lease and a high proportion of 
their social assistance income going toward shelter costs.91 Nevertheless, from 
the perspective of the RPCIA, it showed that organization and activism produced 
results. 
 Little action was taken on the question of rents until a new activist-oriented 
leadership was elected to the RPCIA in 1972. Soon after the election, the new 
executive organized a public meeting with OHC and CMHC officials to discuss 
the rental scale. More than 250 tenants attended, raising many of the same 
concerns as the RPCIA did two years earlier. The meeting resolved that the 
RPCIA would prepare a formal analysis and criticism of OHC rents as well as 
a proposal for changes. 
 A New Deal for Ontario Housing Tenants was released by the Rent Brief 
Committee of the RPCIA in October 1972. Once again, it raised the question 
of the extra levy on income and, in particular, the difficulties of large families, 
single parents, and those on social assistance. It found that those on fixed 
incomes paid as high as 51.6 percent of their income for rent with an average of 
30 to 35 percent, far higher than the standard.92  A NewDeal put forward a number 
of proposals intended to lessen the financial burdens of rent in a time of rising 
cost of living, to cut against the stigmatization of tenants and to allow 
tenants to save money. The document made a succinct argument for the unfairness 
of the system: “Tenants do suffer indignities. It is almost impossible for a 
family to save. Families in arrears are harassed and threatened with eviction. 
Most people with low income are grateful when they move into Ontario Housing, 
but in time they feel they are trapped. Once you are in, it is almost impossible 
to get out.”93 

 The Rent Brief created quite a stir among other OHC projects and supporters 
of public housing. Endorsements came from various municipal politicians 
and agencies. Numerous Toronto OHC tenants’ associations and the 
province-wide organization, the Federation of Ontario Housing Residents’ 
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Associations (FOHRA), not only endorsed the brief but also modified it for 
use in their own campaigns.94 Whenever they had a chance, the RPCIA publicized 
its views on the rental scale and demonstrated solidarity for other tenants’ 
associations. Under mounting criticism from tenants’ associations led by 
the RPCIA, Ontario Housing Minister Robert Welch promised a formal 
review of the rental scale in November 1973.95 After a series of biennial 
reviews in the 1970s, however, the rental scale for tenants not on fixed incomes 
remained the same. In 1974, a rental scale for seniors was developed, which 
capped the shelter to income ratio at 25 percent.96 

 The struggles around the rental question yielded limited gains. Small 
improvements were won for seniors and employed tenants. If the RPCIA 
gained the respect of the broad activist community, it also proved to the OHC 
that it was a force to be reckoned with. The process of tenants precisely identifying 



biases in the rental scale, analyzing how they affected residents, and 
putting forward alternatives galvanized tenant politics for a time and showed 
the larger community that organization and change were realistic objectives. 
The RPCIA brought new members into activism around the rental scale and 
raised the self-confidence of the activists.97 If not completely on the question of 
redistribution, then at least on recognition, the RPCIA looked on the struggles 
around rent with some satisfaction.98 

 
PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY? 
TENANT MANAGEMENT AT RP, 1970-1978 
The concept of public housing tenant management emanated from notions 
of participatory democracy on college campuses in the 1960s.99 The first Canadian 
Conference on Housing, organized by the Canadian Welfare Council in 
late 1968 and composed of representatives from all three levels of government, 
business, labor, and various nonprofit and social welfare organizations, 
strongly recommended tenant participation in public housing.100 In the April 
1970 policy shift, CMHC would eventually recommend assisting tenants to 
“develop leadership outlets so as to participate with management and voice 
concerns about their environment.”101 

 OHC officials reluctantly accepted the novel ideas coming from Ottawa but 
were never enthusiastic supporters. A taste of the OHC’s paternalistic attitude 
is provided by Marion Waterson, a recently retired community relations 
worker in RPN who alleged, “I have noticed that people on limited incomes 
don’t understand complicated, technical plans, nor do they comprehend huge 
expenditures of money. They need somebody to translate the technical aspects 
of the plans in lay terms or they will get hung up on the trivialities that they do 
understand. The result will be that they will pass items that cost millions of 
dollars because these things are beyond their comprehension.”102 Simon 
Mielniczuk, RPCIA Coordinator from 1973 to 1976, noted that “resistance 
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came from upper echelons. In every negotiation with OHC, their opposition 
was clear. Simple changes and modest budgets for better support were 
denied. . . . OHC never wanted the program and did everything possible to see 
its demise.”103 A CMHC representative duly commented that “if it hadn’t been 
for the RPCIA, OHCwould have been much slower to become enlightened.”104 

Throughout the 1970s, it would pursue a tightly restricted form of tenant management, 
always contingent on responsible tenant participation and resisting 
broader tenant concerns about improved services. 
 The RPCIA had a different conception of tenant management. It looked on 
tenant participation in project-level policies as a concrete means of improving 
day-to-day conditions in the project. As one tenant remarked, “Tenants know 
where the problems are—an outsider doesn’t know what improvements are 
needed.”105 For RP residents, maintenance, sanitation, and vandalism were 
central issues in the construction of a habitable environment. The desire to 
live in a clean, safe, and respectable dwelling was especially important given 
the stigmatization of RP as dirty and disreputable. The RPCIA believed that 
tenant involvement in management would resolve these vital issues. 
Community building and a sense of controlling their own futures were also 
prominent objectives of RP tenants. In the 1973 RPCIA proposal for tenant 
participation in management, the RPCIA said they were guided by the following 



principles: “that tenants can and should make decisions that affect their 
own lives; that it is desirable that tenants move from a position of powerlessness 
to having some control over events and decisions affecting them; that it is 
in keeping with the democratic process that tenants have this opportunity to 
participate in management of their project.”106 Harold Jackman, a recent tenant 
from theWest Indies and a key advocate of tenant management among RP tenants, 
judged this endeavor “as a challenge we must accept. . . . Let us prove to 
the critics, that ordinary people when given an opportunity can rise to great 
heights. Let us unite and go forward together. For in unity, lies our greatest 
strength.”107 

 The RPCIA decided that they had to learn to organize themselves before 
attempting a full-blown tenant management scheme. They began by establishing 
an elected unit-representative system to supervise and help in the management 
of housing units. The unit reps were responsible for liaising with tenants 
and the OHC about problems in particular buildings, explaining the various 
options available with respect to social services in RP, and building the RPCIA 
by distributing their newspaper and advertising meetings and events.108 The 
Regent Park Community News had a regular column called “Unit Rep of the 
Month,” which introduced unit reps to the larger community and publicized 
the scheme. 
 The federal grant for the RPCIA would end during 1973, and in response to 
a request for further funding from the tenants, the OHC offered in May to work 
out a tenant management scheme. There was basic agreement that RP tenants 
who participated as unit reps would be remunerated and that a Joint Tenant- 
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OHC Management Board would be convened to discuss rent arrears, evictions, 
and lease terminations.109 Among the larger group of tenants, the tenant 
management proposal provoked controversy. Paid jobs for RP tenants— 
intended to allow tenants more time to devote to tenant management functions— 
were openly distrusted by some tenants. They believed that the OHC 
intended to co-opt tenants, creating a divisive atmosphere of snitching and 
recrimination.110 Only one year earlier, tenant resistance forced Al Bilan, a tenant 
who had worked as a community relations officer for the OHC, to transfer 
out of RP.111 OHC officials insisted, “The tenant-employees will have every 
right and liberty to express their opinions without fear or favour. RPCIA will 
keep its prerogative to question OHC.”112 Some tenants would continue to 
distrust their own working for the Housing. 
 However, a majority of RPCIA activists and tenants favored the scheme, 
believing that tenants deserved to be paid for various duties around the project 
and hoped that this initial endeavor would gradually enlarge tenant participation 
in management. After ironing out the details, the OHC and the RPCIA 
signed a one-year experimental contract in June 1973, the first in Canada, stipulating 
the various rights and responsibilities of both parties. The Tenant Management 
Board, composed of four tenants and four OHC supervisors, would 
review and make recommendations on district budget proposals relating to 
maintenance and project improvement and discuss all cases of rent default, 
antisocial behavior, certain transfers between units and projects, and general 
complaints about maintenance and security that could not be resolved by unit 
reps. Twenty-four part-time unit reps, a unit-rep manager, and a secretary 
would be hired among tenants to anchor the unit-representative system.113 



According to both parties, the pilot project had a good first year. The unit rep 
system and the Joint Board were working smoothly. OHC believed that 
there was “more community involvement, higher morale, less vandalism and a 
greater overall sense of responsibility.”114 RPCIA President Janet Ross 
believed that it was a good first step that could lead in the future to tenant representatives 
on the public tender board (dealing with the developers that undertook 
capital projects for the OHC) and the OHC Board of Directors. Harold 
Jackman, now Manager of the Tenant Management Program, listed a series of 
accomplishments with regard to the unit-rep system: common entrances to the 
buildings were being locked to provide more security, vandalism had been 
reduced on a major scale, and maintenance problems were being dealt with 
quickly and efficiently.115 He argued that the ultimate goal was complete tenant 
management, as in Boston and St. Louis, with meaningful input on all aspects 
of the project.116 

 Despite visible public support for the program on OHC’s side, negotiations 
for a new tenant management contract in 1976 were exacting. But when agreement was 
reached in May, the scope of tenant responsibilities was dramatically 
increased. Over $200,000 was provided to the RPCIA to provide for a tenant 
manager, assistant manager, secretarial staff, a full-time bookkeeper, 
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seventeen full-time and seventeen part-time laundry attendants (paid slightly 
above minimum wage), twenty-eight unit reps working twenty-eight hours a 
week, and two full-time resident visitors to assist community relations staff. 
Significantly, tenants would now have a representative on the district’s tender 
evaluation committee and internal transfer committee.117 The RPCIA leadership 
appeared happy with the results. As Janet Ross said, “It makes sense that 
the people who live in this community on a 24-hour, day-to-day basis, have 
more knowledge and expertise about the problems here than OHC staff members 
who go to their own homes outside the project at night.” TheOHC too was 
pleased that tenants would continue to be involved in “constructive involvement” 
118 in the community. 
 Yet a major conflict among tenants soon arose. Numerous RPCIA activists 
found themselves in the position of being employer and employee at the same 
time. Barely two months after the new program was enacted, the whole RPCIA 
executive and numerous RPCIA activists took a principled position and 
resigned en masse, opting to keep their jobs in the project rather than continue 
as compromised political representatives.119 Yet this did not quell the bitter 
infighting around the question of “co-optation” and “power grabs” that continued 
among tenants and within the RPCIA. Many of the longtime activists, 
including Janet Ross and Ozzie Smith, pulled themselves out of politics. 
According to ordinary tenants and RPCIA activists, the atmosphere was acrimonious. 
120 

The OHC took advantage of the infighting among tenants to scale down the 
program. The next contract, signed on October 1, 1977, reduced the number of 
unit reps from twenty-eight to sixteen and added three area coordinators 
responsible for RPS and two areas of RPN.121 The Regent Park Community 
News constantly urged tenants to become involved, citing a lack of interest 
among tenants in community politics.122 The newspaper itself, lacking funds, 
gradually reduced its number of pages and its coverage of substantive issues. 
Tenant management would go out with a bang in 1978.123 When the contract 



expired on June 30, the OHC and the RPCIA were at an impasse in negotiations 
over a 6 percent cost-of-living increase for unit reps and laundry attendants 
and an increase in unit reps from sixteen to twenty-four. As the RPCIA 
pointed out, tenant workers had received a 26 percent increase in wages over 
four years, while the cost of living had increased by more than 40 percent. 
OHC refused a pay increase, arguing that any new agreement would have to be 
cost-effective and also involve “hard-management” functions such as security, 
evictions, and rent collections. The workers struck and picketed laundry 
rooms to prevent high school students, hired unknowingly as replacement 
workers by OHC, from doing their work. Unit reps and laundry attendants 
later voted to return to work at the old salaries, but OHC flatly refused. At summer’s 
end, the pioneering tenant management program in Canada would be 
unceremoniously abolished by OHC.124 
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 Postmortem analyses by tenants highlighted internal conflicts, tenant distrust 
of housing officials, and intransigence by OHC to grant more responsibilities. 
Sandra Langille, a former area coordinator with the RPCIA, blamed a 
lack of unity among tenants. While agreeing that OHC was to blame as well, 
she emphasized the power struggles among RPCIA activists for positions of 
influence in the association. She argued that perhaps it was good that the project 
ended when it did: “When tenants of Regent Park organize as we once did; 
when we stand together for the good of the community and not the individual 
or the power attached to helping your community, perhaps then we will be 
ready for the responsibilities of tenant management.”125 Simon Mielniczuk 
remembers a constant battle between what he believes were the “shared 
responsibilities and joint negotiations underpinning tenant management” and 
the “confrontation tactics” advocated by some tenant activists.126 Myrna Marsden, 
a member of the tenant management committee, pointed the finger at 
OHC’s co-optation agenda. In retrospect, she believed it was a mistake for a 
tenant’s association to tie itself up to its effective “boss.” In fact, she added, 
many tenants “tended to see the unit reps and the RPCIA as OHC’s agents in 
their midst, rather than their own representatives.”127 

 
CONCLUSION 
As Drier and Marcuse have emphasized in the U.S. case, maintaining interest 
in tenant activism was an uphill struggle from the beginning. Public housing 
tenants were not organized workers who could potentially rally around a 
set of collective interests and exercise a decisive social and political force in 
the workplace and society as a whole. Marcuse aptly comments that low income 
housing activism can be “a tremendous drain on individual energies, 
and precisely of those that have the least material resources and the greatest 
range of other pressing needs.”128 The fact that many RPCIA activists understandably 
chose to forfeit their political positions for jobs is a clear demonstration 
of this. Maintaining the necessary level of enthusiasm and militancy 
would be doubly difficult in an atmosphere of personal conflicts and disunity 
among activists as in the case of the RPCIA. 
 On their own, RP tenants could not mount an effective challenge to the powerful 
welfare state bureaucracy. They lacked strong allies outside of RP to 
assist in their struggles. At the local level, RP activists found support among 



the minority of left-leaning aldermen and board of education trustees such as 
John Sewell, Gordon Cressy, and George Martell. It appears there was no organized 
intervention around RP issues by the social democratic NewDemocratic 
Party or by the many radical left organizations in Toronto at this time even if 
individual members of the Left were sometimes active in this or that campaign. 
The RPCIA did participate in some larger fight backs around welfare rights, 
education cuts, and antiracist initiatives. It also linked up with public housing 
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tenants’ associations outside of RP to lobby around housing issues. It supported 
union maintenance workers in the project and education unionists in 
local schools over the years but rarely generalized its own activities or tied the 
success of its own initiatives to wider struggles. For instance, the RPCIA never 
attempted to build an alliance with the large and powerful organized labor 
movement in Toronto, the one constituency with a large membership, progressive 
policies, significant financial resources, and the ability to engage in effective 
mobilization.129 Nor did the unions, which once played a key role in local 
politics in the 1940s, reciprocate by broadening their role in community struggles. 
Public housing residents therefore had far fewer political resources compared 
with the rich and powerful real-estate lobby and developers that most 
directly shaped housing policy in Canada. 
 Tenant management endeavors also deflected tenants away from larger 
movements that aimed to change broader government policies. Participatory 
initiatives could certainly be empowering and boosted tenants’ confidence in 
their ability to determine some aspects of their own futures. But it also inhibited, 
as Marcuse notes, “their abilities to act independently or to seek dramatic 
change in governmental or social policies.”130 It is salient that the tenant management 
program took off just at the moment that the struggles around the 
bread-and-butter issue of rent subsided. When the RPCIA effectively shifted 
from political advocacy to service management, it moved “from internal to 
external dependency”131 and was ultimately subject to the ideological and 
financial control of the government housing bureaucracy. The evidence suggests 
that CMHC and an initially reluctant OHC regarded participatory 
schemes as a means to offload their responsibilities in a conscious management 
strategy akin to the “responsible autonomy” granted by some employers 
to unions as a means to weaken shop-floor control and dampen struggle.132 

OHC attempts to expand tenant management prerogatives to include “hard” 
aspects of administration, and its refusal to grant minimal wage increases to its 
low-wage tenant workers demonstrate that control of costs and the regulation 
of tenants were the crucial objectives. 
 The end result was that the tenant management program ended up associating 
the RPCIA in the eyes of many tenants with the hated, authoritarian aspects 
of OHC, as Myrna Marsden noted after the program was abolished. RP tenants 
were intensely distrustful of efforts by outsiders (even those sympathetic) to 
help them, and for many years, a culture of distrust of management had developed. 
In an evaluation of the pilot program of tenant management, John Darcy, 
OHC District Manager and Chair of the Joint Board, trumpeted that “the tenant 
side of the management advisory committee usually upholds the original decision 
taken by the corporation and they support us in the largest percentage of 
our actions.”133 Bev Stewart and Ozzie Smith, tenant members of the Joint 
Management Board, stressed that tenants needed to be held responsible for 



their actions and that the Joint Board was successful in ensuring this. When RP 
tenant activists enforced coercive OHC policy on antisocial behavior, rent 
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arrears, and evictions, they became identified in the eyes of tenants as just 
another arm of the Housing. 
 External problems added to the RPCIA’s difficulties. Both senior levels of 
government were faced with general economic instability in the mid-1970s, 
prompting them to start belt tightening. Since the 1950s,CMHChad been concerned 
about the economic viability of public housing and eventually expected 
a full retrieval of expenditures through rent revenue.134 In the 1970s, OHC, 
which relied on transfers from CMHC, shifted its discourse of fairness in rents, 
for example, to an economic defense based on amortization and operating 
costs, municipal taxes, and maintenance charges.135 Always stingy, halfhearted 
supporters of community activism and taken aback by the autonomous organizing 
of tenants, OHC were not willing to concede crucial improvements in 
wealth redistribution of public housing tenants at the same time as they were 
effectively beginning to financially, ideologically, and politically question 
their welfare state commitments.136 

 The growing conservative political context that led to cuts to external funding, 
internal conflicts, and a cooptation strategy by public housing management 
reduced both membership and militancy and led to the demise of the 
RPCIA. Yet the history of tenant activism in RP also confirms the findings of 
recent social histories of public housing projects in large American cities that 
highlight the agency of public housing tenants. RP tenants developed a coherent 
political association during the late 1960s and 1970s that significantly 
raised the self-confidence and political knowledge of a group of people hitherto 
treated as social failures. The RPCIA successfully promoted community 
engagement in a broad range of activities and valiantly countered the intensely 
negative images of RP and its tenants.137 Like other social movement activists 
in the heady days of the era, RP tenants had had enough of mistreatment and 
resolved to change their situation from the bottom up. Despite contradictions 
and daunting obstacles, they were able to demand a voice and role in their own 
futures and influence other groups in similarly marginalized positions. At certain 
important moments, they effectively promoted, defended, and even won 
their preferred conception of an acceptable residential environment against the 
pressures of an uncaring state structure wedded to a profit-oriented economic 
system. 
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