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Bad housing -- bad health 
Cathy McCormack 

What has a Glasgow housing 
scheme in common with a 
poor barrio in Nicaragua? 
The writer learnt that, in both, 
it is not enough to have a 
health care system that treats 
the symptoms. It has to tackle 
the root cause of the problem. 

The author, Cathy McCormack, of the Eostho/1 Residents ' Association in 
Glasgow. 

Greater Easterhouse is Glasgow's 
largest public postwar 
peripheral housing scheme. 

Originally created to accommodate 
the massive slum clearance of the 
inner city in order to address Glas
gow's appalling health record, this 
new housing estate was - according 
to the government - needed to bring 
"good health" to the people in 
Scotland. Instead it became a most 
unhealthy area, with its flats infested 
with mould because of the damp 
conditions. Recording the highest 
levels of multiple deprivation of any 
other city in the UK, Glasgow's hous
ing estates are part of the Fourth 
World (i.e., pockets of abject poverty 
in affluent countries). 

Like the oppressed people in the 
working-class communities through
out Britain, the people in my 
community suffer the same pain and 
the same negative imagery as our 
counterparts in the Third World. My 
own nightmare began after the birth 
of my children. My only thought for 
their future was for them to be happy 
and healthy. All my children were 
over 8 pounds (about 4 kg) in weight 

and bouncing with health. But once I 
brought them home to our flat, they 
soon lost their bounce and the doctor 
became a regular visitor. Although I 

had always lived in a freezing cold, 
damp house and spent a lot of my 
childhood in hospital, in my ignor
ance I had never made the connec-

When upgrading of this building come to a holt, the tenants hod to cope with cold droughts and 
the risk of burglary. 
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"Housing makes you Sick" 

Families drew up a petition in a communal effort to obtain better housing conditions . 

The turning point in our campaign 
came in 1987 when the ERA and our 
allies worked together on two unique 
initiatives- the Heatfest Housing 
Project and "Housing makes you 
Sick"- the largest fully independent 
survey into housing and health ever 
carried out in Britain. We were deter
mined to get public health on the 
political agenda and to dispel the 
myth that smoking, diet and lack of 
exercise were solely responsible for 
Glasgow's heart disease record. 
Together with the Scottish Solar 
Energy Group, we organized a three
day ideas competition in Easthall in 
January 1987 called "Heatfest". The 
event attracted people from all over 
the UK, including architects, 
quantity surveyors, engineers and 
energy conservationists. 

tion between our living conditions, 
ill health, and the social and environ
mental climate. 

In order to take back control over 
my children's lives, I joined the 
citywide anti-dampness campaign. 
Easthall Residents' Association 
(ERA) has been in existence for 20 
years and has been involved in 
numerous issues affecting the 
community. At their Annual General 
Meeting, angry tenants set up a 
"dampness task force" to challenge 
the Glasgow District Council which 
was responsible as our landlord for 
keeping our flats in good repair. But 
the Council kept blaming the tenants' 
"lifestyle" for the dampness, and 
spent unknown amounts of money 
treating the symptoms by using 
chemical washes to try to kill the 
fungus. 

The Dampness Group realized 
that their first task was to get 
evidence to prove their common
sense approach. Our research 
showed that an estimated quarter of a 
million people in Glasgow (84 000 
homes) and a very conservative 
estimate of 10 million people nation
wide, shared our struggle against 
damp housing. We estimated that 
families in Easthall were paying 
£1 million (about US$ 1.56 million) 
between them each year heating the 
sky above Glasgow, because the heat 
went straight out of their windows 
and walls . None of the houses had 
central heating. 

Presented with all this evidence, 

Glasgow District Council finally 
admitted that there was a housing 
problem but had no money to put 
things right. When it was revealed 
that Glasgow had an appalling health 
record and had one of the highest 
premature death rates in Western 
Europe and was nominated heart 
disease capital of the world, it came 
as no surprise to us. What did 
surprise us was that the blame was 
put on our diet of greasy fried fish 
suppers and general lifestyle. 

The authorities launched their 
"let 's all go out jogging, stop smok
ing and eat brown bread" health 
promotion campaigns. These people 
had not a clue about our reality; it 
was not keep-fit exercises that we 
needed but homes that were "fit" to 
live in. 

Together we spent many pain
staking months refining the best 
features from all the entries into one 
package, and then applied to the 
Commission of European Commu
nities Energy Directorate for 30% of 
the funding to put our estimated £1.3 
million (US$ 2 million), Easthall 
Passive Solar Energy Demonstration 
Project into practice. Glasgow 
District Council supported Heatfest, 
but declared that there were no 
resources to implement any radical 
outcome. 

In December 1989, the European 
Commission said that our application 

Healthy children too easily drift into a state of persistent ill-health as a direct consequence of social 
and environmental neglect. 
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Dampness permeated the flats, eroding the walls and opening the way to rodents and insects. 

had been successful, and we were the 
first tenants' group to be awarded 
£400 000 (US$ 625 000) provided 
we secured moral and financial 
support from our landlord- Glasgow 
District Council. Just before our 
deadline was reached, the Council 
granted all the remaining funds. 

The flats in Easthall were super
insulated, central heating was 
installed and glassed-in extensions 
provided desperately needed clothes
drying space. Solar panels on the 
roof heat the stairwell and pre-heat 
the cold water in the tanks which are 
situated in the lofts. The verandas 
were glazed in, giving extra 
insulation and functioning as a 
reservoir of heated air to ventilate the 
bedrooms. 

Fruit instead of mould 

The project was completed in 1992. 
Already the tenants here have seen 
their fuel bills reduced to about £7 
($11) per week for whole-house 
heating and they can now grow fruit 
instead of mould and other varieties 
offungus! The benefits extend still 
further, as the tenants can afford a 
decent diet and the landlord will save 
on maintenance repairs and on 
condensation claims. The tenants are 
happier and healthier. One teenage 
tenant, who was a chronic asthmatic 
and attended hospital three times a 
week, has never needed hospital 
treatment for her asthma since 
moving back into her Heatfest home. 

Thanks in part to our housing 
survey, Glasgow District Council 
are now committed to spending 
60% of their housing budget trying 
to eradicate dampness, fuel poverty 
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and the associated health problems. 
So our project has demonstrated 
that, when people at the grassroots 
really get listened to, the benefits go 
far beyond our own social and 
economic environment. 

In July last year, I was sponsored 
by a number of organizations to go 
on a Health Study Tour of Nicaragua 
to witness at first hand their popular, 
positive health initiatives. It was the 
most inspiring experience of my life 
to go to the other side of the world 
and hear people talking the same 
language. The grassroots movement 
(Movimiento communal) sees parti
cipation by the people as essential 
to the health of that community. 

Although I don't speak Spanish, 
the pain of poverty has its own 
language. I laughed when Alfonso, a 
community leader from one of the 
barrios, described how his 
community is regarded as the lowest 
of the low and the people are often 
referred to as "the underclass". I told 
him that I came from a poor barrio in 
Britain and that we were no longer 
referred to as people either. 

We hugged each other before 
leaving, unashamed to embrace the 
common spirit of humanity. I hope, 
by sharing the struggle and vision of 
the people in both "worlds", that 
more people will be inspired to 
"blow the trumpet" which will one 
day sound the tune for the march of 
humanity towards progress. • 

Mrs Cathy McCormack is a member of Eastha/1 
Residents' Association, Ware Road, Eastha/1, 
Glasgow G33 4WJ, Scotland 


