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Abstract

The Penang government provides housing for the lower
income group from two government agencies and the private sector.
The first public housing in Malaysia was in Kuala Lumpur and
Penang in the early 1970s where people migrated to the city and
many people built their own houses or became squatters. The
quality of housing that has been there for 45 years is different; thus
there is a dire need for them to be upgraded. This paper examines
the experiences of the people living in these old flats built in the
1970s.

This research uses a case study approach. It employs a
literature review, a field survey, and observations, for data
collection. The primary data comes from the previous studies.

The findings show the level of satisfaction among the
people living in Range Riffle flats using two variables: satisfaction
of housing and quality of life. Due to various ethnic groups living in
one housing area, many people view that in order to be satisfied
with housing, they must cooperate and live together. However, the
state and the Federal governments have to improve the standards
and guidelines, especially within the low-income groups in urban
areas to ensure that people can afford to buy or rent houses suitable
with the size of the families. Moreover, they should also provide
better facilities to them to ensure community well-being and
harmony. Findings also show that public housing enable people to
live in comforts, satisfied with the environmental social, cultural,
and economic aspects. Indeed, they have a good quality of life in
the public housing in Malaysia.

Keywords:

Introduction

Public housing is a common issue in every community and it is the case also in
Malaysia. Majority of the people there live in the city; especially in Georgetown. The
government has come up with a new plan for the low-income group and the middle income
group so that they can afford to purchase a house according to their level of income. Thus, they
will not be a burden for the people living in the city.
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According to the Economic Report by the Ministry of Finance 2010/2011, population
of the city has increased. Similarly, construction activities have also increased. In fact, the
construction sector is expected to supply 4.9% of the total Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in
2025.

According to Hong (2010), Pulau Pinang, or popularly known as Penang is one of the
states in Northern Peninsular Malaysia which has been rapidly developing in terms of
urbanization and industrialization. Since 1900, Penang has prospered economically especially
in the Island. It has seen many people migrating from the nearby states such as Perlis, Kedah
and Perak to work and build settlements in Penang. The increasing population in Penang has
contributed to the nation’s economy between 1971 to 1980. Therefore, the government has
concentrated on providing housing for the lower income groups, settlers and the public servants.

During the years from 1986 to 1991, Penang has experienced a net migration of 1 800,
increasing to 13,600 for the period of 1995-2000 (Department of Statistics, 2000). In 2001-
2002, the net migration was 8,400 declining further to 4,300 in 2002-2003. Since 1990, Penang
net migration has always been positive, indicating that Penang has attracted migrants from the
other states in Malaysia. All the developments in Penang have been managed by MBPP and the
Penang Heritage Trust.

Since the integration of the erstwhile City Council of Georgetown and the Rural District
Council to form the Board of Management of the Local Government of Penang Island in 1974,
the Department has undergone many changes in terms of the organization. Figure 1 shows the
location of the Penang Island in western Peninsular Malaysia. It's state capital, Georgetown, is
the largest city in Penang with a population of 207,743 people.

H g THAILAND
R ea iz
i e e S .~ ] Ban Feeigpi
. £ T St A Taryung Bussgan
ehoe & ...%
L { 5 Ll s {22
2 il 9 AN )
— L A e pont fptmnerarlonall
L) [ ; o s . gl el
4 EELANIAY - oy Geuprionn "Citate
o \ [y Fom o
et G i b, =
e e
e
.
IR g Pty = -
% - o Ty
- =t T
A o
P e =
2%

|
i

mn

Fig. 1: Location of the Penang Island in Peninsular Malaysia.
Sources: http://www.malaysia-maps.com/

This is in line with the National Housing Policy, which aims to provide accessible,
adequate, affordable and quality housing for all the Malaysians, particularly the low-income
group. It provides directions for housing development in the country where they should
emphasize more on human settlements of better quality, and the national integration and unity.
(Seventh Malaysia Plan and Eighth Malaysia Plan). During the Ninth Malaysia Plan (2006-
2010), efforts have been made to ensure that Malaysians of all income levels should have access
to adequate, quality and affordable houses, particularly the low-income group (MacDonald,
2011).

The rapid urbanization process in the developing countries coupled with high
population growth rates has pressured the city development, especially the housing problems.
Satisfaction of the housing area is one of the important components that influence quality of
life (Stewart, 1985; Nurizan, 1987; Lawrence, 1995). The increasing number in urban
population is related to economic, social and quality of life in urban areas, notably in the city
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like Kuala Lumpur, Penang, Ipoh and Johor Bahru. Thus, people migrate from rural areas to
the city; mostly from the low-income group. One of the basic needs of a person is a house to
stay with his/her family and to have a good social life. In this context, the aim of this research
is to explore the multi-faceted housing issues from the points of view of the experiences of the
people.

Its objective are as follows.

1. To identify the quality of life of the public housing occupants in Penang.

2. To ascertain if the quality of housing affects the quality of life of the occupants

living in public housing in Penang.

Background: Public Housing in Penang

Public housing schemes in Penang are administered by the City Council and the State
Government. The City Council administers about 1,000 units and the State Government, 5,784
units. In so far as houses are concerned, they have been sold on hire-purchase terms and both
the City Council and the State Government are responsible for the collection of monthly
installments. In Penang, the history of public housing has been influenced by the political
complexity of the three government bodies (City Council, State Government and the Federal
Government) which were under the control of different political parties at different times.

The largest public housing scheme in Penang, namely the Rifle Range Flats, was
undertaken between 1986 and 1970 as a result of a request by the State Government to the
Federal Government in 1965 (Colin, 1979). All the public housing in Georgetown is now
undertaken by Penang State Government. Penang City Council (now MBPP) is controlling and
managing the collection of rents and providing the services.

According to data supplied by the Penang State Housing Department, there are at least
four projects in Penang with a total of 2,374 units. As for at least two of the projects, the land
has been provided by the two local authorities. Since 1957, Penang state government had built
14, 583 housing units (Table 1). Almost half of these housing units have been located in the
Northeast District of Penang Island where Georgetown, the state capital, is located (Housing
the Nation, 2013).

Table 2 shows the number of public housing units in Penang by district. However,
according to the public housing records in the State Housing Department, Penang state
government under PR has not built any public housing since it came to power in March 2008.
Lim (2013) says “this dispels baseless attacks by certain irresponsible parties that the state
government does not build a single low-cost house”. Undeniably, the state records must be
updated to be accurate.

Table 1: Number of public housing units in Penang by district
Source: Penang State Housing Department

Penang Island Northeast District 7,904
Penang Island Southwest District 569
Seberang Perai North 3,917
Seberang Perai Central 1,445
Seberang Perai South 748
Total 14,583

This demonstrates that there is a need for the state government to be engaged in the
provision of houses to its people. In terms of the low-income groups, the approach to be taken
is low-cost affordable and flexible support systems s advocated by Hamdi (1992), and
Habraken (1982). Nevertheless, there does not seem to exist a fruitful and productive approach
to making houses that can be turned into homes by people themselves.
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Table 2: Number of public housing units in Penang by district
Source: Penang State Housing Department

Year No. of houses %

1957-1969 4,555 31.2
1970-1990 6,100 M9
1991-2007 3,920 26.9
Total 14,575 100

Review of Literature

According to Aliran (1981), the Government of Malaysia is well informed about the
comprehension of housing policies. However, the guidelines in the government documents
mention that the main objective is to make sure that low-income people would be able to acquire
adequate housing facilities and afford to buy low cost houses at prices below RM25, 000. The
function of housing sector is to fulfil the needs of the people. In order to ensure that the people
of Malaysia can afford housing facilities, the federal government and the state government need
to increase the construction of suitable and affordable houses to buy or for rent.

Housing programs continue to be implemented based on the concepts of human
settlements whereby housing estates are provided with communal and recreational facilities.
The implementation of other social services programs, like services in the local authorities, fire
and rescue services, library services, information and broadcasting, sports and culture as well
as family and community development contribute towards improving the general welfare of the
people and creating a well informed and caring society (Ezeanya, 2004,).

Housing Projects, in the context of Malaysia, do not just take into account the building
of housing units but also incorporate the provision of various prescribed facilities and amenities,
and the safeguarding of the environment Salleh, (1989). Public housing was not originally built
to house the ‘poorest of the poor,” but was intended for select segments of the working class
(United States, 1937; Bauman, 1987; Atlas and Dreier, 1992; Marcuse, 1995). According to
Zakiyah, (2005) after independence (1957), there has been a shift in the concept of housing for
the senior government servants and the government had started to pay more attention to the
poor by providing them with public houses.

Nevertheless, Mukhija (2004) points out that public housing programs have often failed
to provide quality, affordable and adequate housing units for the target low-income populations
in most developing countries. On the contrary, the Malaysian government embarked on public
housing program through its five years ‘Malaysia Plans’ and the emphasis was on low cost
housing. According to Ghani & Lee (1997), there are four categories in the implementation of
public sector housing.

* Public low cost housing program consisting public low cost housing, site and
services schemes and the housing loan schemes.

* Housing in Land Regional Development Authority areas.

* Government and institutional quarters.

+ State economic development corporation.

The 2010 population and housing census of Malaysia shows that there are 385,658
households and 468,278 housing units in Penang, an excess of 82,620 housing units. The
average annual growth rate of housing units in Malaysia for the period of 2000-2010 was 3.2
per cent.

The rate was lower compared to 4.1 per cent during 1991-2000 (Department of
Statistics Malaysia, 2010). In 1991-2000 Penang had produced many housing units which is
second in the ranking after Selangor.
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Quality of Life

The main problem for people who are living in a city is about quality of life. Therefore,
it is important to identify the major components that form quality housing for people living in
public housing. Azahan (2007) proposes two components to analyze the quality of life status in a
city. However, they are insufficient as they do not reflect the real issues of the urban dwellers who
live in the environment of the city and use the infrastructures. The national policy on environment
has the objective to ensure that the country’s prosperity is sustainable and is translated into
improved quality of life. Indeed, the government accords equal prominence to the well-being of
the ‘individuals’ and ‘societies’ in pursuing economic growth.

The concept of “quality of life” represents more than the private “living standards” and
refers to all the elements of the conditions in which people live; that is, all their needs and
requirements (Dasimah, 2009). However, Giulietta and Paola (1999) offer different perspectives
on the concept of “quality of life” that can be a useful tool in studying and evaluating the degree
of well-being and equity of living in specific circumstances. As for the people who are living in a
city, talking to people can help us to understand more about the quality of life in the city as the
answers given are normally honest, sincere, open and genuine (Azahan et al. 2006; Azahan et al.
2008).

Research on the quality of life in Malaysia has shown that residential neighbourhood
satisfaction is an important indicator of housing quality and condition which affects individuals'
quality of life. Abdul Ghani (2008) points out that it determines the way they respond to their
residential neighbourhoods and the environments. Lee and Guest (1983) say that quality of life
indicates that there are many factors in a neighbourhood that contributes to the quality of life of
the residents through neighborhood satisfaction. These factors are environment, safety, public
facilities and housing satisfaction.

Research Methodology

This research uses both qualitative and quantitative methods in the case study of Riffle
Range flats. The first step of data collection involved the observation of participants in the study
areas. Observations were carried out in the selected areas for a prolonged period of time: three
months. This method also collected data from personal interviews, meetings and informally
interviewing a cross-section of representatives of the residence in the study area. These interviews
provided useful information with respect to past experiences and future acts as well as policy
directions for public housing to rehousing for more than 30 years.

Observations were conducted at different places and times of the day to observe the
environment, situation, activities, and behavior of the neighbors as well as the level of interaction
of the residents with the public. A questionnaire was administered.

1. The first part of the questionnaire is part A with 9 questions about the respondents’
socio-economic and personal profile, which includes the background the household
public housing such as gender, age, religion, ethnicity, marital status, household
income, education level, household size and transportation.

2. Part B is divided to 5 questions on satisfaction of housing. The variables are the type of
houses design, physical design of the houses, the condition of the surrounding
environment, public amenities and facilities, comfort of the design of houses and design
of community facilities. Examples of public amenities are schools existing on site that
are far from the houses. Therefore, a safe path is needed for children. There is also a
need for transport facilities.

3. Part C determines quality of life in detail regarding matters related to the tenants facing
problems, health status, safety, security and social activities. This study is supported by
the research by Hafazah (2012) who found that the respondents like this view problems
that exist in their housing area as trivial and they feel that the problems will exist no
matter where they go especially regarding neighbors’ attitudes, public services, facilities
and others. The housing satisfaction and quality of life is a method of analysis which
were analyzed using descriptive statistics variables.
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Mixed-method approaches have been used to enrich and populate the data, to find a way
to triangulate the findings and to conduct a pilot study in order to inform a large-scale
quantitatively orientated project (Todd et al., 2004). Five critical components were included in
the case study research design. According to Yin (2003), the components comprised of the
following:

Research question(s);

The research proposition(s);

The unit(s) of analysis,

The logic of linking data to the proposition(s) and;
The criteria for interpreting the findings

Nk W=

The Case Study: Rifle Range Flats

The largest public low-cost housing scheme in Penang is the Rifle Range Flats with a
total of 3,669 units in nine blocks of flats, each one of them having 17 storeys. There are 3,081
two-room units and 588 one-room units. A two-room unit consists of a hall, a bedroom, a kitchen
and a bathroom cum-toilet. Besides the residential units, there are 60 large shops and 12 small
shops on the ground of each block. The first blocks were occupied in early 1969 and the scheme
was completed by the beginning of 1971 (Figure 2). The layout plan of Rifle Range flats shows
the surrounding area in the study area. The total number of flat units, including shops, is 3,735
with a population of 25,024 people in 20 acres. Internal accommodation and its layout are similar
to the flats built in early 1970 in Penang and Kuala Lumpur.

The layout plan for one unit house has 1 or 2 rooms with no living room and dining area,
the planning and design of the house is for transferring the squatter people with low income into
this public housing. People have to walk to access daily facilities. There are sufficient such
facilities to support their needs, and places and spaces where a variety of activities can take place.

Fig 2: Layout Plan of the Rifle Range Flats,
Penang,2011
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Fig 3: Floor Plan of Rifle Range Flats, Penang
Source: Leong,1979

Findings

Data in this paper came from primary sources such as personal interviews and surveys
conducted with the residents at random locations such as open spaces, lift lobbies and the
market. The targeted group, which is the low income groups, appeared to be the majority living
in the Riffle Range flats. They have encouraged the authority to provide good quality open
spaces for their children to play. The level of safety and maintenance has been found near to
the ground in both aspects. Table 3 shows that recreation and shops are the aspects that the
residents are not satisfied with in Penang. As for health and education, there are no issues
because the area is near a school and a clinic; thus, the people can walk to access the facilities.
(Morshidi et al., 1999)

It was observed that, only a few services are provided such as water tank, bus stop,
cemetery house, generator, garbage disposal and etc. A few illegal services also have been
provided among the community such as a convenient store and car parking.

The questionnaire survey revealed that in the estate of Riffle Range Flats, most people
are living with a lower quality of life. Their health and hygiene are at a very poor level, with
people living upstairs throwing rubbish from their balconies and air-wells (Table 4). The level
of neighbourhood interaction is moderate, since most of the residents know well about each
other. Riffle Range flats is led by a committee which helps the residents who have problems.
In fact, the case study of Riffle Range Flats: the first public housing in Penang built around
1970, is for the people living in this public housing for more than 30 years. They express their
satisfaction in living in public housing with less facilities, less spatial privacy, less security and
less hygiene. The findings show that the quality of life for Riffle Range Flats is not satisfactory.

Table 3: Satisfaction of owner/renters with community facilities and services
Source: Morshidi et.al, 1999

Provision of facilities/Services

Recreation Health Place of Shops School Com. Centre
Region worship
Freq. | (%) | Freq. ‘ (%) |Freq.| (%) | Frea. | (%) | Freq. | (%) | Freq. | (%) | Frea. | (%)

Penang

Satisfied 105 422 119 52.0 244 | 848 161 67.1 25.4 86.7 222 83.8 178 61.8
Not 140 56.5 94 41.0 43 14.9 77 321 38 13.0 41 15.5 103 358

satisfied
Poor 4 13 16 7.0 1 0.3 2 0.8 1 0.3 2 0.8 7 24
Missing 51 = 71 = = = 2 = 9 = 35 = 12

Total | 300 100 300 100 300 | 100 300 100 300 100 300 100 300 100
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Researchers found that generally, the centers surveyed are adequately provided with
schools, shops, community facilities and places of worship. More importantly, these facilities
are highly rated at this state level results (Table 3). In comparison with the table 3 & 4, education
facilities and infrastructure is important for low income group to be comfortable with all the
amenities provided by the government. In fact, hygiene depends on the behavior of people
living in the public housing; they need to cooperate to ensure the cleanliness of the place they
are living in. The fact that they are living in small houses with narrow corridors and poor
lighting is certainly not ideal.

The problems these multi-racial and multi-religious people living in one building face,
include having poor safety and security in their lives. The situation is controlled by setting up
a special committee to increase the safety level in the Raffle Range flats. This study echoes the
finding by Mohit et al. (2010) that indicated that most respondents in their study were not
satisfied with the security and crime prevention features in their neighborhoods. There are two
different governmental standards for public houses and low-cost housing that comply with the
CIDB standards, which are CIS1 and CIS2. Sufian and Rahman’s (2008) showed that these two
standards use the same bases, which are safety, complete infrastructure, and development of
community. They argued that (Bakhtyar, 2012) most developing countries, such as Malaysia,
are facing the lack of public facilities and amenities, with a sprawl of development that
contributes to the loss of support for public facilities and amenities. This happens in certain
areas in Penang where there is a lack of public facilities and amenities while some places are
so far to get facilities. The private sector in Malaysia has projects with low quality in
neigborhoods, facilities and environment where profits are prioritized (Ghani, 2008).

Table 4: Satisfaction of owner/renter Riffle Ranges Flats
Source: Wan, 2011

Satisfaction | Neutral | Dissatisfaction
Comfort 12% 40% 48%
Safety & Security 1% 30% 69%
Hygiene 2% 30% 68%
Health 25% 41% 34%
Education Facilities 23% 29% 48%
Community Facilities 34% 49% 17%
Infrastructure 20% 36% 40%

Discussion

According to Hafazah (2012), the physical environment domain has shown that quality
and safety affect the sense of well-being. Raffle Range flats follow the regulations like
minimum design standards for low-cost houses, which include minimum built-up areas of 550
to 600 square feet with two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen and a bathroom. Raffle Range
flats provide small units for 5 household members living inside the house. They are
overcrowded together with furniture. Therefore, family activities are limited. Husna and
Nurizan (1987) found that a large number of their respondents were dissatisfied with the
characteristics of their dwelling units.

However, Idrus and Siong (2008) show that some states in Malaysia have a rule to
include three-bedroom apartments for improving the quality in low-cost housing programs.
This is supported by Goh (2013), who said that housing developers should not be forced to do
a job that rightfully belongs to the Government, and it is wrong to believe that the Government
is not good at ensuring adequate housing for the poor.

Conclusions

This paper has presented the spatial experience of living in Penang old public housing for
low income families. The scope of understanding for satisfaction of people and quality of life has
been identified in the households of Raffle Range flats for the low income groups.
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The paper concludes that the quality of life in Malaysian housing have to be improved so
that the people live in comfort, health and safety, which are three important aspects to ensure the
well-being of people. The findings show the level of household satisfaction on comfort, safety
and security, hygiene, health, education facilities, community facilities and infrastructure that they
have now at Raffle Range Flats. On the whole, this study has found the satisfaction level related
to the housing characteristics and satisfaction on housing and quality of housing related to the
basic needs of people to be reasonable.

The research provides a comprehensive view on the basic needs of low income groups
living in Penang public housing, where they stay in small houses, and so the government should
improve the standard living space for the low income groups. The government should also take
action to make sure that old buildings have good maintenance. The Tenth Malaysia Plan, (2011-
2015) describes that the program was designed with sufficient and quality public amenities that
contributed to a safe, healthy and harmonious living environment regardless of the income groups.

Future research can be conducted on the structure of the building to get more spaces for
living, study on opening houses, corridors and balconies. This building can be renovated to make
units combined together to get more living space.

Research on the spatial experiences of living in housing is somewhat rare and this paper
makes a significant contribution to this area of knowledge. However, it has its weaknesses and
limitations. The limitations of this study include being pre-determined and that the respondents
were conveniently sampled depending on availability or members of household’s willingness to
be interviewed. However, the distribution of the sample by the students from block to block
housing might not be biased to find results on satisfaction by ethnic groups such as those living
in Raffle Range Flats.
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