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Author’s Note

This book was written back when the word ‘Corona’ suggested a brand of beer rather than a virus that would reach every corner of the planet. Even as I write this note, quite how the Coronavirus will come to permanently change the world we live in is yet to be seen.

The optimist in me (who, despite everything happening right now, refuses to go away) thinks there will be changes for the better. Maybe we’ll come to value social care a bit more or restore our health service to where it’s always deserved to be. I hope we’ll stop viewing low-paid work as low-value work and realise there is such a thing as society. Even if it’s nothing more than people washing their hands after going to the toilet, that will be something.

What won’t change is fundamental human nature and, whatever a post-virus world looks like, it’s going to contain people whose behaviour is a burden to others. So long as that exists, people doing my job will need to exist. In heaven there’s no need for us, in hell it’s too late for us, and in between we’ll just crack on with it.




All of what follows is true. All of it has either happened directly to me or has been relayed to me by a colleague. My job requires no embellishment. Exaggerating would be like drinking Red Bull to swallow ketamine or putting go-faster stripes on a lightning bolt. There’s no point. Identifying details, dates and names have been changed to protect the innocent and guilty, as well as those who swear they’re not guilty but obviously are.




Prologue

I am an anti-social behaviour officer. If you’re talking to me, something in your life has gone wrong. These are the kinds of things I hear day in, day out:

‘I just don’t want to hear the word “cunt” shouted repeatedly at 3am every night any more. I don’t think that’s unreasonable.’

Perhaps your life has become unbearable due to the person living above you and their fondness for crack, the company of strangers and non-specific dance music. People will tell you that drugs have helped produce some of the finest music ever created, and they may be right – but I can also tell you that heavy drug use produces the worst taste in music imaginable. I have yet to receive a complaint about a crack den blasting out Nick Drake at unsociable hours.

Walking past a neighbour’s door and hearing them chant ‘Kill the kids, kill the kids’ inside their flat, when you know that they live on their own (unlike the family with four kids downstairs), is not everybody’s cup of tea. Or maybe you find being called a ‘paki twat’ rather bothersome. Evidence tends to suggest it can grate after a while.

‘You can’t evict me, I’ve got asthma.’

On the other hand, the reason your life resembles somebody beating a social worker around the head with an EastEnders script might be … you. Personal responsibility tends to be unfashionable these days, a bit pull-up- your-bootstraps-and-get-a-haircut-for-goodness’-sake. But sometimes you have to hold your hands up and say, ‘You got me.’ Like the time one of our more troubling residents was stopped by police as he chased a neighbour down the road while waving an entire car exhaust-pipe mechanism around his head like a steampunk Darth Vader. His first words were, ‘Yeah, I know how this looks …’

If your neighbour complains about a leak coming from your flat, and when the plumbers break in they find a fully-operational hydroponic cannabis factory and no signs of habitation, it’s hard to blame an over-developed sense of entrepreneurship. If you beat a disabled neighbour so badly they lose sight in one eye, saying it was a tiff that got out of hand will cut very little mustard. And don’t piss over your balcony onto the patio below and tell me it’s raining.

‘We’ve tried literally everything to make this person go away – is there anything you can do?’

Or maybe you’re a social worker, a mental health worker, a police officer, a firefighter, a dog warden or even a vicar, and you’ve been landed with somebody who is a massive pain in the arse to the general population. You’re either incapable of dealing with them or you just can’t be bothered – so who are you going to call? Given that the Ghostbusters don’t exist, the person you’re going to call is me, or at least somebody like me.

Anti-social behaviour is like pornography: hard to define, but you know it when you see it. Several acts of parliament have tried to pin it down with varying degrees of success. The definition of ASB:


	(a) conduct that has caused, or is likely to cause, harassment, alarm or distress to any person,

	(b) conduct capable of causing nuisance or annoyance to a person in relation to that person’s occupation of residential premises, or

	(c) conduct capable of causing housing-related nuisance or annoyance to any person.



is the current, less-than-catchy attempt. It can encapsulate everything from hoarding your own piss in milk cartons to smearing faeces across the letterbox of a gay couple’s flat because, well, they’re gay.

The 1998 Crime and Disorder Act laid the groundwork for what most people understand as ASB – anti-social behaviour. It was an attempt to drag all the scraps of sub-criminal behaviour that annoyed people into one set of laws. It gave birth to the ASBO, a headline-friendly piece of legislation that no longer exists but to which people still refer, much to the irritation of every ASB officer in the country. It’s like somebody suggesting dirigible airships continue to be a concern, or that 78rpm records are still purchasable from your local branch of Our Price.

The 1998 act was, frankly, a right old mess. Unwieldy and often unworkable, it proved baffling to the magistrates being asked to enforce it, and it gave too many agencies too many hard-to-define powers, when all they needed was one big legislative stick to wave about with ‘STOP THAT’ painted on it.

One job it did end up producing was mine. Any local council or social landlord – charities which provide low-cost housing to people in need – had to prove they had a procedure (local authorities love writing a procedure as it’s far easier than actually doing anything) for dealing with ASB. The procedures that resulted, festooned as they were with flowcharts, mission statements and key performance indicators, tended to boil down to this: ‘We’ll give it to the ASB officer to deal with.’ And so it was that at the turn of the millennium, bored with answering every type of call imaginable in the call centre of a social landlord (telling people what their rent balance is or booking a repair for a blocked toilet or leaky roof hundreds of times a day can get a bit repetitive), I decided to become an ASB officer.

I’ve done it ever since, with varying degrees of success, failure, infestations of frogs, sobbing, anger and envy (I am, of course, the envy of my friends who graduated at the same time as I did, and now do something hard to define in the media which seldom involves a heroin addict vomiting on their shoes. Except for the ones who ended up in music journalism, obviously).

What follows is a year in my job: a job I’ve done for over a decade, and which has stretched the limits of my patience, compassion and sanity. By the end, I hope you will have some insight into how the framework that keeps society functioning is now a spun-sugar latticework of making do, doing without and hoping nothing goes tragically wrong.

Zeno of Elea was born in Greece in 495 BC, and was a philosopher, because everybody in ancient Greece seemed to be a philosopher. He wrote a series of paradoxes, which were questions of the kind usually posed by somebody at 2am after an evening smoking weed. One of them said that an arrow fired at a target travels half the distance between the two. Then half the remaining distance. Then half again, and so on. On this basis, the arrow should never hit the target. We’re now living in a Zeno’s Paradox of austerity. If you reduce funding by half and a service still operates, then surely you can halve funding again, and then again? But people can’t be halved, and when nobody is around to do a job that’s needed – looking after the elderly, the addicted and the insane – that job becomes everybody’s. And not everybody is equipped to do it.

This book is only one person’s opinion. I don’t claim to have a magic pill to make everything better because I’m not a newspaper columnist. I’m not going to pretend I don’t see things through the prism of my own background and my personal politics. But what I can guarantee is that any opinion I offer has been tempered by a decade and a half dealing with society at its most vulnerable. I’d like to think that gives me a bit more insight than a private education, an Oxbridge degree and being parachuted into a safe parliamentary seat would. I give you a money-back guarantee you will never see me on Question Time saying we should bring back hanging for littering.

This book follows a year during which I look more closely at my job than ever before, and thought about the effect it’s having on me. Am I naturally a dour, cynical person with a sense of humour as bitter as cheap coffee, or has the job made me that way? Am I actually helping people any more, or am I doing just enough to steer clear of a public inquiry? Do I want to hurtle into middle age doing a job that kicks the psychological shit out of me every day? Do I really want to start a new career from scratch when my joints ache every morning and I’ve started needing reading glasses?

By the end of this book, even if I have answered none of the other questions above, I will have answered at least one: Do I really want to do this any more?




January

Password: Stressed101

Medication: Sertraline 50mg

2 January

‘She’s back again. She’s throwing water at our house and staring through the windows. Please do something.’

As usual after the Christmas holidays, I have come back to a pile of messages from people with nobody else but me to contact about the ways their neighbours’ lives have rubbed up against theirs: parties, arguments, nocturnal hoovering and loud sex. The usual.

But this one stands out because this was meant to have been sorted. Carla was meant to be dying in hospital and Rachel was meant to be relieved about that.

Rachel and her family are a typical family living in a large city: man and wife plus two kids. Her spouse has a loose grasp of English and they both have a firm grasp of their Christian faith. They live their quiet, normal life in a house entirely too small for them, the kind of tenants who’d never contact the council about their home unless it was on fire.

Last year, Rachel contacted me to say her neighbour’s behaviour was getting too much. Carla was shouting at Rachel’s family, putting threatening notes through the letterbox, telling malicious lies about the family to the other neighbours, banging on the doors and windows. Carla was starting to scare Rachel’s kids. One kid had started wetting the bed, and the other was refusing to go to school in case the ‘bad woman’ was out there.

Carla was the bad woman – but ‘bad people’ in the realm of ASB are varying shades of Bad. Carla’s behaviour was Bad, no question, and her Bad behaviour required action and, eventually, consequences. More than that, though, Carla’s case was like playing Jenga with complicated medical and psychiatric factors. When faced with such a difficult case, one’s first instinct is to stay clear. However, that’s not an option for me, because dealing with cases like Carla’s is kind of what I get paid to do and washing my hands of it would, I’m sure, lead to questions being asked of me. Let’s see when you would have wanted to leave well alone …

Born in South America, Carla had language issues, spoke only very basic English, and preferred to read messages in English rather than having it spoken to her. If you saw her in the street, your first concern would be that a passing breeze might blow her away. Physically very slight, she also seemed on the brink of collapse. She always seemed to be trying to inhabit as small a space as possible.

Still on board?

She had mobility issues, was partially paralysed down one side and needed a walking stick (which she also used to bang on her neighbour’s door several times a day). All of this contributed to her depression diagnosis.

Shall I go on?

Her depression could also be explained by the fact that her child had been taken into care at birth (and eventually adopted) due to Carla
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January

1 The Mental Health Act 1983 allows medical professionals to keep people in hospital care for the safety of themselves and others, even if the patient would rather remain at large talking to Elvis or the dragon that lives in their wardrobe. The threshold for sectioning is a lot higher than most people realise. Merely being loopy isn’t enough to deploy the big butterfly nets. Your loopiness has to manifest itself in a way that might harm you or harm others. It’s viewed as an option of last resort for dealing with somebody’s mental illness. The patient’s liberty and personal dignity is paramount, and sectioning can be a distressing and demeaning process. And it has absolutely nothing to do with the lack of bed spaces or how much paperwork is involved. Definitely not.

February

1 I could not be prouder if that remote control was my kid and I had just attended its graduation ceremony during which it had received a double first from Cambridge in Ninja Studies and Astronautics.

2 A noise abatement notice is a bit like an injunction. Council officers are given powers to serve them on anyone creating statutory noise nuisance. This is any noise caused by power tools, musical instruments, stereos or TVs. So DIY parties accompanied by a thrash metal group at 3am with Homes Under the Hammer on in the background are strictly verboten.

Noise officers are trained to assess how loud is too loud. If you breach the notice, you can be fined, or the council can confiscate whatever it was that was causing the noise (i.e. the stereo, not you. Local authorities haven’t been given the power to kidnap rowdy tenants. Yet).

March

1 It’s possible you’ve never had to call the police. Many people think that if you call the police for something they don’t deal with, you’ll be immediately thrown in jail. Not so. If anything, people don’t call the police about ASB issues enough, so it’s often hard to get a true picture of what’s actually going on.

In theory, the two numbers work like this: 999 is for immediate risk of safety or for crimes currently in progress, and 101 is for everything else.

In reality, if you live in an inner-city borough and call 101, make sure you’ve been to the loo first, and have food and refreshments handy to keep your strength up. They’re not answering the phone any time soon. Waiting on hold for forty-five minutes is not unheard of. Even when they do answer the phone, don’t expect to see a response in the near future. I once called 101 to report a breach of an injunction. I told the call handler that the tenant was in his flat now so if they could get there soon, they’d catch him. They arrived four hours later, by which point he’d cleared off. When I told the police officers this when they eventually arrived, they shrugged their shoulders and cleared off too. It’s not as if police are sitting in their cars eating doughnuts and reading the newspaper. The blue line is the thinnest it has ever been, and sadly, a neighbour acting up will often be pretty low down in their priorities.

2 The right of audience is, in general terms, the right to carry out proceedings at court. Barristers have ROA in all courts and solicitors have ROA in ‘lower’ courts (magistrates’ and county courts).

What this means in practice is that in court, I sit behind our solicitor (or barrister if it’s a more complex case. Barristers can charge a grand for a day in court so we use them sparingly. This isn’t to say they don’t deserve their fees because they do – a day in court for them might mean several days’ preparation beforehand, and might make the difference between getting the result we want and having a whole community continue to suffer at the hands of the person we’ve taken to court. You don’t spoil the ship of your case for a ha’p’orth – OK, £1,000 – of advocacy tar). The solicitor or barrister is the person who communicates directly with the bench. The bench is typically a judge in most proceedings, but may be a magistrate, or three magistrates, if the case involves a youth or you’re applying for certain types of order.

They will translate the thrust of your case into the arcane language of the court, which has bent and morphed over the centuries like a bonsai tree tended by a psychopath, and would be difficult to follow for most lay people. Simply saying, ‘This person insists on continuing to act the twat and we would like an order forbidding him from acting the twat in public for at least twenty-four months’ won’t cut it.

They will lay out our case, question any witnesses we or the respondent (the target of our legal action) may have brought, and will argue why the injunction or eviction or whatever it is we’re asking for is absolutely necessary.

The reason I’m seated behind them is that they are not the person applying for the court order. I am – or rather, the social landlord I work for is. So if the bench wants to ask us a question, such as whether we want the respondent to pay our costs, the solicitor or barrister can’t answer directly even if they know what the answer will be (‘We would like the respondent to pay our costs, even though the likelihood of a rough sleeper with a penchant for begging with menaces being able to do so is slim.’).

One quirk of ROA is that the respondent can directly address the bench, and often does when he or she has been unable to get legal representation, or hasn’t bothered to look. So you can sometimes find yourself listening to a barrister with twenty years of experience cite case law, legislation sub-paragraphs and legal precedent only to have the respondent counter their argument with, ‘It’s not my fucking fault.’

3 I would strongly recommend that you don’t try licking homeless alcoholics, unless you feel your life is missing a black eye and hepatitis.

4 An abiding memory of my grandmother’s funeral was the fact that the dirt to toss into her grave was given to us by the priest in a three-litre Walls Raspberry Ripple tub. He hadn’t even bothered to steam the label off. I won’t say my enmity towards organised religion stems entirely from this, but it didn’t help.

April

1 ‘Includes, but is not limited to’ is a phrase you end up using a lot doing my job. Human ingenuity is a boundless wonder, and if you can imagine it, somebody has probably done it outside a neighbour’s bedroom window at 2am with a bloodstream full of amphetamines. Using the phrase when drafting the terms of an injunction can save a lot of legal wrangling further down the road, when some imaginative defence solicitor argues that their client’s court order doesn’t expressly forbid them from, say, shitting in a bin cupboard. We therefore need to show, they will then argue, that bin cupboard defecation is conduct ‘likely to cause harassment, alarm or distress to any person’. (It is.)

So your injunction will list the stuff you’ve proven they do already and you don’t want them to do (spit, play loud music, and so on) but you’ll preface it. A typical injunction clause will read, ‘The Defendant must not behave in a manner likely to cause harassment, alarm or distress. This includes, but is not limited to …’ to insure against the time they find new and interesting ways to get on the local community’s collective tit.

2 Hearsay isn’t just the band that unleashed Myleene Klass, Kym Marsh and, to a lesser degree, Danny Foster into the wild. In essence, a hearsay statement is one where the person making it is willing to say it’s true, but they don’t want to be named, almost always due to fear of repercussions. Hearsay evidence is almost always inadmissible in criminal cases but permissible in civil cases. This is because the two courts are looking for two different levels of proof.

In criminal cases, the offence needs proving beyond reasonable doubt. This is not, as some may think, the same as saying, ‘It’s impossible to suggest they didn’t do it.’ Reasonable doubt means just that: a doubt that a reasonable person might have. ‘There were three men in the bar at the time wearing the same clothes so maybe the defendant isn’t the guy caught on CCTV with his dick in the fruit machine’ is a reasonable doubt. ‘Multiple universe theory suggests people from alternative timelines can appear in this reality, so it might have been a traveller from another universe with his dick in the fruit machine’ is not.

In the civil court, the level of proof required is ‘on the balance of probability’, or the 51:49 test, as it’s sometimes called. If the judge is just fifty-one per cent satisfied that something might have happened, you’ve proven your case. So if there’s no photographic proof that the defendant stuck his dick in a fruit machine and no physical evidence (although I’m not sure forensic evidence has explored the possibility of dusting for dick prints) but two witnesses say they saw him do it, that will probably be enough.

When using hearsay statements, I will present the evidence in court in my statement by saying, ‘The witness did not wish to be named due to fear of repercussions and will hereafter be referred to as Witness A’, with each subsequent witness named as Witness B, Witness C, etc. (I’ve never had a case with enough hearsay statements to be able to call somebody the exotic and mysterious-sounding pseudonym ‘Witness X’, sadly.)

While admissible, hearsay evidence carries less weight in civil proceedings than direct evidence from a witness in person. The defence can’t cross-examine hearsay statements (‘Are you sure it was 10pm?’, ‘Is it possible it was somebody who just looked like the defendant?’) as I’m just telling the court what somebody told me. Also, judges tend to think that if somebody is willing to put their name to a statement and take the time to come to court to assert it, they’re either telling the truth or they’re a really committed liar.

It’s not an exact science but one live witness is worth several hearsay statements. Pure and simple. (Sorry.)

3 Despite the UK having more CCTV than almost any other country in the world, and despite growing concerns about a surveillance state from human rights groups, offer some cameras to ninety-nine per cent of ASB victims and they’ll whip them out of your hands quicker than a shoplifter running out of PC World. ASB complainants love CCTV, and when you refuse to install it for the most minor of cases, they can act like a toddler being dragged past a funfair by their skint parents. ‘My friend’s landlord lets him have CCTV,’ they’ll pout, and will bring it up every time something else goes wrong. (‘See? That pigeon wouldn’t have crapped on my car if you’d let me have CCTV.’)

A basic installation – two cameras and a hard drive to store images – can cost about £1,000, and that’s before the ongoing cost of maintaining it. If the problem is in a big block of flats with multiple entry points, you can multiply that several times. And all this technology can be undone by wearing a £10 hoodie off a market stall.

CCTV does have its uses, and it can help resolve issues, but it’s not the panacea many complainants assume. Not least because when we do install it, we almost always have to use overt cameras rather than covert. The Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act 2000 (RIPA) goes into great detail about covert surveillance – that is, CCTV that you don’t know is there. The short version, because God knows you don’t want the long version, is that it’s allowed for really serious matters like human trafficking or large-scale drug dealing, as long as you get a court order giving you the go-ahead. So Doris from number 12 dumping her used nappies on the landing won’t really justify it.

‘Overt’ doesn’t mean the cameras themselves have to be visible – technology now means that detailed footage can be obtained from a camera the size of your thumb that can be hidden in light fittings or smoke alarms – but there has to be clear signage in place warning people that they are entering an area in which cameras are in operation. You still get people doing stuff they’d rather not get caught doing in front of the cameras – urinating, selling drugs or injecting heroin into their knackers, for example – because they assume the signs have just been put up as a deterrent.

Overall, I have mixed feelings about CCTV. I’ve never had a case in which it was the only form of evidence. Human beings giving statements will always trump camera footage. When I’m not at work and I’m allowed my own opinion on this sort of thing, I worry that as a society we’re giving up a great deal of our personal privacy for a misplaced sense of safety. But when you can show the court the same person making exchanges with two dozen drug addicts in the same stairwell over a twenty-four-hour period, you have to concede they have their place.

4 An MG11 is a form used by police to take statements. If we have to give a statement that the police are subsequently going to use, we’ll put it directly onto the MG11 form rather than giving the statement, and the officer then having to transpose it onto the form and get us to sign it.

5 Safeguarding training advises you that you should never interview alleged perpetrators in their own homes. Psychologically, it can be traumatic to have a stranger sit in your living room and accuse you of things, even if they’re true. There’s the risk of physical violence and you’re not in control of your environment in the same way that you are in an office or a public place.

It’s a lesson I learned early in my career. In a small, eight-property block of flats, I’d been told the new tenant was inviting drunks to his flat. They would stay up late having parties, pass out in the stairwells and harass the other tenants. I decided to interview the new tenant in his home. It was sparsely furnished, and we sat opposite each other on two kitchen table chairs, the only pieces of furniture in the living room. The new tenant was a slim, diffident, quiet man who seemed to shrink into himself as I read out the complaints.

He admitted what had been happening. ‘The problem is, I don’t like upsetting people,’ he said, about his unwelcome visitors. ‘I’m just not a very assertive person.’ I reminded him his lack of assertiveness could cost him his tenancy, and we ended the visit.

I updated his neighbours on the outcome of my visit, and one of them told me an outlandish story about our problematic new tenant. I usually dismiss rumours from residents, but I googled this one and it turned out to be true. A decade earlier, our new tenant had become involved in a religious cult that used hallucinogens as part of their indoctrination process. This had done odd things to his grip on reality, and one day he became convinced that the leader of this cult was the reincarnation of Hitler. Armed with this knowledge (and a bread knife) he went round to the leader’s house and cut off his head. He was found not guilty on the basis he was madder than a shithouse rat when he did it. After ten years in a psych ward, he was deemed fit to go out into society again. And shortly after that, I sat with him in his flat, on my own, telling him off because he wasn’t ‘very assertive’.

While I’m not saying it’s a good way to show it, I’d say that beheading somebody is fairly assertive, isn’t it?

6 If you smoke weed in your home, your home smells of weed. And no amount of incense, scented candles and Febreze will change that. Yes, it does. Yes, even yours.

May

1 Another way is the community trigger, a little-known but accidentally powerful bit of legislation introduced in the 2014 ASB Crime and Policing Act. If there have been three or more complaints made about the same issue and you don’t feel that enough has been done, you can enact this trigger, like somebody shooting a flare gun into the air.

Your local council has to have a written-down policy for dealing with community trigger requests which you can refer to when they don’t know what you’re talking about (like I say, it is a widely ignored bit of legislation) and the remit is really quite broad.

To be clear, when I say ‘three or more complaints’, this can be three different people complaining about the same incident (persons A, B and C complaining about the same loud party) or the same person complaining to three different bodies (council, police and their landlord, for example) about the same single incident (same single loud party. I know, right?).

If your complaint qualifies for the Community Trigger, a meeting has to be convened, at which all agencies have to turn up and say what they have done about this issue. The answer may very reasonably be, ‘It was a one-off birthday party that happened on New Year’s Eve and ended at ten past midnight, and we were dealing with an infestation of radioactive salamanders at the time, so we were a bit busy,’ but you still have to turn up to give that explanation.

It was clearly introduced to increase accountability to make sure local agencies were doing their jobs properly, but for whatever reason it seems to have been forgotten. If it was more widely known and widely enacted, it would massively increase the workload of people doing jobs like mine. So let’s pretend I never mentioned it, OK?

2 My work bag contains all the things I might need on a visit: pre-printed interview sheets for taking statements; attack alarm; disposable rubber gloves in case something unpleasant needs disposing of in a hurry; and drop keys.

Drop keys are the nickname for the keys fire and police officers use to access buildings that have a security door. The next time you go past the security door of a block of flats, you’ll notice a square metal panel with a round hole just above the entry door keypad. This is where the drop key is inserted and turned to bypass the main door lock.

Technically, this is to allow the emergency services (and housing officers like myself) quick access to buildings without need of a bunch of keys for every building they cover. In reality, they are easily available online if you know where to look (or for a couple of quid if you know which dodgy pub to drink in), and are often found in the possession of rough sleepers as it allows them to shoot up/smoke crack/take a shit/vomit in some degree of privacy and warmth.

On more than one occasion, I’ve accidentally gone out of a weekend with a drop key in my pocket and without my work ID, which could, if I were searched by police, be potentially deemed as ‘going equipped’. I won’t go into the politics of why it’s highly unlikely I’ll be stopped and searched, but I’m white and middle-aged and vaguely middle-class, so you can probably work out the rest.

3 As a kid, I had a friend whose older brother was a massive reggae fan. Sessions playing on a ZX Spectrum were often soundtracked to late seventies/early eighties reggae from the adjoining bedroom. This has resulted in a deep and abiding dislike of reggae,fn4 but experience has taught me not to bring this up in company as you will usually be looked at as if you have just expressed an admiration for the works of Oswald Mosley.

4 Yes, even Bob Marley. Especially Bob Marley, in fact.

June

1 The homeless persons’ unit, or HPU, is the office a person will go to in order to apply for housing from the council. Some applications are less urgent, like when a child in a crowded family home reaches adulthood and wants a place of their own. Others more so – like Phoebe’s.

Depending on where you live, your personal circumstances and what kind of place you need, your wait for a council property can vary from a matter of weeks to several years. The reason for such long waiting times could fill another book all by itself. (Not one written by me, as such a book would mostly feature convoluted, baroque insults and a free ‘Stick the Pin in the Margaret Thatcher’ poster.)

Working in the applications department of the HPU breeds a level of world-weary cynicism that makes me look positively Pollyanna-ish. A life spent sorting through confected woes and genuine hardships to decide who gets first dibs in the woefully inadequate pool of available accommodation must grind your optimism down to a smooth obsidian nub.

2 This would be a great opportunity to appear erudite and say I’m quoting Nietzsche, Voltaire or Napoleon (depending on who you attribute it to), but in the interests of honesty, I first heard it as an episode title from the majestic TV series Deadwood.

3 I worked as a nightclub glass collector while I was a university student and can confirm that nobody would set foot in such a place while sober unless they were being paid to do so. Other things it taught me is that you’ll always find loose change on the floor by the bar, people can fall down an entire flight of stairs holding a pint without spilling a drop, nobody ever won a fight with bouncers – there’s more of them and they’re sober – and that the popular singer Shaggy doesn’t like being asked to grab a broom and help sweep up when he does a two-song personal appearance that starts forty-five minutes late, causing the staff to be forty-five minutes late finishing up (to pick an example entirely at random).

4 When I bought my house, there was a missing garden wall the sellers had promised the neighbour they would rebuild before selling. There was no mention of it during the sale, and now I was bound to get the wall built myself, which would cost about £3,000. I tried several times to politely ask the previous owner to pay up, even offering to accept a payment plan, all of which was met with variations on ‘tough shit’.

So I put together a claim for the small claims court, with a formal statement, evidence exhibits, references to possible further legal action for fraud, and so on. Basically, I treated it like an ASB case I was taking to court.

One week later I received a cheque for the full amount. It’s not often my job has transferable skills but this was one of those times.

5 I say ‘apparently’, because despite the great effort in obtaining the court order, despite the signs clearly displayed in the block explaining the court order, and despite the letter everyone received explaining how to report breaches of the court order, people had not been reporting breaches of the court order.

This is not uncommon. Neighbours often think that getting a court order is the end of the process, when it’s usually about halfway through the process. A determinedly recidivist neighbour will require their breaches of a court order to be proven (and proven, as previously mentioned, beyond reasonable doubt), and without further evidence, that’s not going to happen. As far as the court is concerned, the order has done its job.

Residents of Immanuel House were telling each other that they’d heard people in Mr Rashid’s flat. They told caretakers that they’d seen kids loitering in the stairwells. What they hadn’t done was phone the police so they could come and arrest people or tell the ASB team so they could increase police presence in the block.

The best analogy I can think of is working in an office that didn’t have fire extinguishers. Staff quite reasonably clamour for their installation and they’re installed. Three months later when the building bursts into flames, none of the staff actually use the fire extinguishers, assuming their existence was somehow enough.

6 I am not for one second suggesting Messrs Fry or Obama are in the habit of pissing in stairwells or gouging the word ‘cunt’ into walls using a screwdriver. Their autobiographies certainly make scant mention of such behaviour.

7 The community protection warning (CPW) and community protection notice (CPN) are another set of tools available to local authorities and police. Essentially, a CPW is a warning to stop being a pain in the arse, with specific ways in which your arse-paining must cease, similar to the clauses you might see in an injunction. It’s sort of like a yellow card coppers can hand out to people whose behaviour is a nuisance but not quite criminal.

If ignored, the CPW is upgraded to the red card of a CPN. Breach a CPN and you can be forced to do remedial works (like fixing something that’s causing the nuisance), have items seized (like a stereo that’s causing the nuisance) or get a fine of up to £2,500.

A lot of CPNs are issued against people on low incomes due to their personal behaviour rather than something they own causing a nuisance. When the only available sanction is a fine they can never hope to pay back, can you see where all this might fall down? Me too.
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1 Especially given that judges and magistrates tend to be drawn from a fairly narrow segment of society. This segment doesn’t tend to be one that lives, or has ever lived, in a concrete tower block or a crowded housing estate.

Trying to make them understand the effect of a neighbour’s ASB in already difficult living conditions is like trying to explain life on the International Space Station to a seventh-century dung farmer. For instance, noise nuisance is a frequent situation that’s hard for them to fathom, given that ‘the family next door’ probably lives at least 200 yards away on the other side of a hedge.

I often wonder how the courts (and politics) would change if the people passing judgements or passing policies on people living on housing estates had to live on one themselves for six months.

2 ‘Nuisance’ tends to be the catch-all term used to describe ASB in court, despite it being the kind of word you’d use to describe your corner shop running out of milk.

3 A reference to the 1960s–70s cop show Hawaii Five-0, popularised in HBO’s The Wire – a fairly incongruous reference when used in late-2000s Baltimore, but a positively surreal one when shouted at a short-arse Scouser near Lidl.

4 A Section 21 notice is a notice that private landlords serve on their tenants to notify them that they are ending the tenancy. They don’t have to give any reason to end the tenancy. The rent could be up to date and they could have been model tenants, but if the landlord wants them out, that’s that.

5 The mandatory notice of seeking possession is another new power that was introduced in the 2014 ASB act. Before then, if you served notice on somebody for breaching their tenancy and took them to court, the court had several options. They could say you hadn’t proven your case and tell you to sling your hook. They could grant you the eviction you asked for. Or they could suspend possession. Suspended possession is the court saying, ‘You have proven your case and I will grant possession, but I’m not going to evict the tenant just yet. If they stick to the following rules – paying their rent arrears back, not being a nuisance, and so on – for the next 2/3/4/etc years, then the possession order will be dropped. But if they don’t stick to those rules, you can come back to court and ask for the possession order to be made absolute (i.e. un-suspended).’

With a mandatory possession order, it’s different. You can serve a mandatory possession order if a tenant has done one of a specific set of things (committed a serious criminal offence in or near the place in which they live, breached an injunction), one of which is if another court has granted a premises closure order against the property. If you’ve followed your policy and the law properly, and if the decision to serve the notice isn’t successfully appealed, when you get to court the judge has no option other than to grant eviction.

Is that another way a person can be made homeless without a court having the recourse to decide it was the reasonable thing to do? Yes, yes it is. Well spotted.
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1 Serco is the private company employed to transport prisoners from one place to another. It is exceptionally popular with people handing out government contracts for reasons that would evade any person who has had any prolonged dealings with Serco.

2 The legal bundle is the set of papers that constitutes all the evidence we will be relying on in court. We are obliged to serve this as soon as possible (preferably at the same time) when serving an interim injunction. The defendant will want to get legal advice, and that advice will be shaped by the story the legal bundle tells them.

The laws around disclosure are very clear on this point: anything relating to the case has to be given to the other side, even if it’s detrimental to your case (if you find out that your defendant reads to blind kids when he isn’t donating blood and adopting kittens, tempting though it is to keep that quiet, you’re not meant to).

It’s another area in which film and TV give you false hope. You can’t spring a surprise piece of evidence while the case is in progress, any more than your barrister can badger the witness with increasingly insulting questions until they blurt out, ‘IT WAS ME, I DID IT AND I’D DO IT AGAIN!’

3 It can often be the case that family members genuinely don’t know what people in their own homes are up to. One eviction case we had that was successfully defended involved a bedbound woman who never used the upstairs of her house, and her drug-dealing grandson, who lived upstairs and whose bedroom looked like Scarface’s shed. The court were satisfied that there was no way of her knowing her little darling had more customers than Greggs.

4 Whether or not to remove one’s shoes on a visit is always a grey area, not least because I’m not always sure my socks haven’t got holes in them. Technically I’m not obliged to say yes, and I can terminate the visit there and then if they insist, but life (and your work day) is too short to bother with that. Often people ask for cultural reasons, and people are usually very apologetic when they ask if I mind. A more recent development is being offered little shower caps for your feet.

There have been times when I’ve refused (if it’s a property I’ve not visited before and the tenant is an intravenous heroin user who owns a dog they don’t clear up after, for example), but by and large it’s not a big deal.

As soon as I’m asked to take more than that off, that’s when I start charging extra.

5 Pubs can be roughly divided into three strata: bars, pubs and boozers. Bars are the kind of place that put a napkin under your drink, smell like air freshener and have snacks served from mason jars. Pubs are the kind of place you’d feel safe taking an older relative for a Sunday lunch, have toilets that work and have a kids’ play area with no sharp edges. Boozers have the horse racing on the telly, still don’t take debit cards and will serve every regular in the place before deigning to serve you. Of the three, my preference is boozers.

6 The ‘intent to supply’ part of PWITS isn’t always straightforward to prove. It’s not just about the quantity of drugs found. If somebody has a big brick of weed but can reasonably argue they intended to smoke all of it, and there’s no evidence to suggest they were planning on selling it, you won’t get the ‘intent to supply’ part.

I had a case where somebody managed to convince the court of exactly that. A parcel from overseas had been intercepted by Royal Mail in their suspicious parcel department. A quick check revealed it contained two and a half kilos of cannabis. Police arranged for a controlled delivery – the postie asked for a signature for the parcel and our tenant duly obliged – before kicking the door in and arresting him. At court, he told the judge that he had bought the weed – about eight grand’s worth – for himself, using his dole money to do so, apparently. His plan was to invite his mates round and smoke the lot. In the absence of any contrary evidence, they chose to believe him.

Conversely, you can have a relatively small amount of drugs in your house, but if they’re all separated out into deal bags next to multiple mobile phones and a list of customers, the ‘supply’ part is a given. Possession with intent to supply is usually referred to by its acronym, pronounced ‘peewits’, making it sound like a flock of cute little birds rather than a dangerous and often violent occupation.

7 Of course she wouldn’t. No self-respecting drug addict would willingly call the police to their own home, not even if a burglar was tapdancing on their throat.
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1 If you’re curious, Japanese women dressed as characters from Star Trek.
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