Speech by Professor Kathleen Lynch 

Equality Studies Centre, School of Social Justice, UCD at the Launch of 
St Michael’s Estate Website and On-line Petition, Wednesday 16th July 2008  

Forty years ago, in 1968, the people of Northern took to the streets to engage in civil protests over the denial of basic civil rights. One of the most basic rights that they fought for was the right to housing; they wanted to bring an end to injustice in public housing provision. Forty years later we are gathering in Dublin for a similar reason. We are here to challenge the government and Dublin City Council over their failure to provide decent public housing to those who are urgently in need of it at a time in Ireland of unprecedented affluence. 
 
The failure to provide housing for people from St. Michael's estate as promised over many years, highlights the limitations of democracy in Ireland today. The democratic wishes of the people should be sovereign but they are not in this case, as the needs of vulnerable citizens, including large numbers of children, have been sacrificed in the interests of profit. The public-private partnership system has failed; when there is no profit for developers and no money to be made from development by the City Council, then housing for those in need is abandoned. But surely the right to a home should not be contingent on the profit margins of developers? Surely the City Councils must not be beholden to developers and large corporate interests to fund basic services?
 
Housing is a basic human right and an integral right in protecting a person's right to life and a livelihood. Without a safe house and home of one's own, other human rights are in jeopardy, including the rights to bodily safety and security, to stability, and to access vital services such as education. It is time that we had a national debate about housing, in particular it is time that we distinguished between Property and Housing; housing is a right, property is a luxury. Housing is not an optional extra; it is the most basic need upon which the development and survival of children and families is contingent.  
For those with excess resources housing is indeed a market commodity, it is 'property', part of an 'investment portfolio'. For most people however, housing is a basic need, a right that needs protection by the state, something that cannot be left simply to market forces. Within a market-led system, access to housing becomes contingent on the ability to pay and for those who cannot pay there is no secure, quality housing. 
It is time to renew our commitment to public housing, to ensure that housing for individuals and families who are in need is not make contingent on the profit margins and share prices of corporate interests. It is time the democratic wishes of the people took precedence over the influence and interest of powerful financial interests within the state.
I am delighted to be here today launching St Michael’s estate website and on-line petition. The website is  both educational and inspiring. It tells the story of a community that has fought for the right to engage in designing and planning their own housing. And now it tells the current story of how St Michael’s estate must continue to fight to get those plans turned into reality, turned into homes where families can grow in a  positive and safe living environment. St Michael’s Estate is about the power and capabilities of people who are organised, and who use their democratic voice effectively to be heard and heeded within the corridors of power. In the name of solidarity and hope I call on all of you here to sign this petition in the hope of getting our government to take urgent action and built the 14 acres site at St Michael’s estate. 
Thanking you 
Professor Kathleen Lynch
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