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With the housing problems faced
by single parents in the news lately,
there hasbeenawell-intentioned
call for us to “forget HDB” and for
civil society to stepup (“Forget
HDB. Time for civil society to step
up to help single mums with
housing”, Chua Mui Hoong, The
Straits Times Online, May 27). (See
column below.)

Ms Chua’s suggestion came in the
wake of areport that an unmarried
mother had adopted her own
biological daughter in the hope that
she could qualify for subsidised
public housing. The Government
then said that such a family set-up
would not qualify. Citing the case,
Ms Chua argued that it was time to
go beyond lobbying the state, and
urged civil society and individuals
tooffer direct assistance instead.

While there are important roles
for civil society, the argument that
we should count on civil society to
provide housing solutions instead
of pursuing policy changereflectsa
misunderstanding about the nature
of housing problems, how public
policies work, and what civil
society can and cannot do.

In separate research projects we
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cannot be to

ublic goods

: have conducted inrecent years, we
: havelearnt that single parents —

. usually single mothers - face

: numerous barriers when it comes

. tosecuring housing.

Unmarried parents and their

. children are not considered a

: “family nucleus” and thus, are not

. eligible topurchase HDB flats.

: Divorcees whoare required to sell

. their matrimonial flats have to wait
. threeyears before they can

: purchase another subsidised flat.

: The income ceiling for HDB rental

. flats,at $1,500, is verylow - well

. below the market rate of rental flats
: —and so some single parents have

: anincome thatis too high to qualify
¢ for HDB rental flats, but too low to

. afford open market rentals.

The result is housing insecurity

: andpoor living conditions. Some

. families are forced to move from

. place toplace, staying with

. relatives or friends for a short

. period each time, before they

: become aninconvenience and

: needtomove onagain. Some

: parents live separately from their

: children because it is difficult to

. find friends or relatives who can

. take in the whole family. Living

¢ conditions tend to be poor as host
. families have space constraints,

: creating tensions. Securing a roof
: overone’shead can thereforelead
. tolong-term deterioration of

: familial or friendship ties.

Aswe all know, a stable living

: environmentis a precondition to

: well-being. Tolive dignifiedlives,

¢ each ofus requires some space to

: callour own. Being able to go back

¢ tothis safe space atthe endofaday
: isabasicneed.

For single parents, the economic

: and emotional stresses of being

: bothwage-earners and caregivers

: arealready high. Thelack of secure
: and stable housing intensifies their
: hardship. The search for stable

¢ housing takes up immense energy

: and, inits absence, becomes a high
: priority inlife. Unstable housing is

. especially distressing for kids. They :
: may have to change schools, losing

: friendsand trusted teachers. This

: can create discord between parents
: and their children.

Once we understand the costs of

¢ housing insecurity, itbecomes

. clear that suggestions for people to
¢ openup their homes to

. single-parent families for short

¢ stays, in the style of Airbnb, will not
. solve the problem, as itis neither

: stable norsustainable.

Policy solutions have important

¢ practicaladvantagesover

: charitable initiatives: chiefly, scale
¢ and sustainability. Big-hearted

: individuals might help

¢ single-parentfamiliesone at a time
: but, on their own, their efforts will
: not be enough.

People “fall through the cracks”,

. evenwith concerted state efforts; it
: isunrealisticand unreasonable to

: expectindividual initiatives to

: address the needs of all.

More importantly, policies

: represent collective decisions

: about what society deems

: important and who may claim

: publicresources. For instance, if

¢ educationor healthcare policies

. discriminate against the children of
: single, unmarried parents, we

: would find that deeply

: objectionable.

Yet, housing policies continue to

: disadvantage single parents,

. expressing the assumption thatasa
. society, we are fine with these

: familiesbeingpenalised. Whether

. thisis consciouslyintended or not,

: relegating their housing problems

. tothe realmof philanthropy

: amounts to further acceptance of

: thisassumption.

In Singapore, where HDB

: housing dominates and private

: housing caters mainly to people

: with higher incomes, barring single
: parents from public housing

: discriminates against, not just

: single parents in general, but

. lower-income single parents in

: particular.

Theissue athandis therefore also

: one of fairness and equality: Public
: goods should be evenlyaccessible

: toallmembers of society. When we
: seeunevenness inour public

: policy, we should work harder to

: resolveit collectively, rather than

¢ push theresolution to individual

. actors such as civil society.

Thisis not to say that civil society

: cannot contribute; for instance, it

: may conduct research and raise

. publicawareness of housing

: problems. It can engage

. decision-makers and recommend

: changes to housing policies, as

. Aware - the Association of Women
. for Action and Research - has done
: inarecentresearch reportand

: petition campaign.

But we must be clear that certain

: public goods cannot and should not
: beprovided through individual

: initiatives. Public goods must

: remain public goods.
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