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Feature 

Jason Elliot and Brad Walsh aren’t the 

only students living in tents. “I’m living  

in a canvas tent in a mate’s flat’s backyard 

out by the chicken coop for six months,” 

Ollie Corich-Hermans says. “I was 

originally planning on living in a caravan 

but because buying one of them was 

going to be a tad expensive. [So] I 

resorted to spending $200 on a huge 

tent. I’ve got a queen bed and chest of 

draws in there... It’s pretty tricky keeping 

chickens out of the tent and it’s colder” 

than living indoors; but the “inside fairy 

lights and airflow make it almost seem  

like an upgrade.” 

William Stewart has a friend living in his 

garage. “Fourth person to stay there in the 

last six months,” he attests. Twenty-year-

old third year Psychology student Sharni 

Killoran’s flat got offered to extend their 

lease through 2013, but only if they 

agreed to a rent increase to $900 a week. 

James Richardson is in a similar state. 

“The rent in our flat is enough for us to 

consider taking on an extra flat mate in 

the lounge to help cover costs,” the 

previous College House resident muses. 

The only particularity is finding someone 

to take it. 

Some students don’t have such options. 

Shaun Grieve is in the middle of his Civil 

Engineering degree; he is supporting his 

partner and their two-year-old daughter 

while studying. The family live in Bromley, 

where they moved after the first 

earthquake in September 2010. Last 

September, his rent shot from $245 up to 

$290. His rent is forecasted to go up again 

this September to around $330. But the 

family only receives $530 a week to cover 

everything – and over half of that is 

chewed up by their rent. Shaun rides a 

moped into University, and struggles to 

afford its small tank of gas. “We have no 

other choice but to stay here,” he says.  

“If you wanted to rent a house on  

the other side of town you would be 

paying around $440, whereas before  

the September earthquake it would  

have been around $250.” 

At the heart of the problem, it’s a numbers 

game. In October 2012 the Department 

of Building and Housing estimated that 

28,000 homes across Christchurch that 

either need major repairs or a complete 

rebuild. Since February 2011 10,000 

homes have been completely 

condemned. But only 10,600 people  

have left Christchurch in the same 

period. In the meanwhile, over 32,000 

workers have arrived to help reconstruct 

the city. Flats once considered only by 

students are now desired amongst many. 

As for the at times astronomical increases 

in rent, Wigram Labour MP Megan Woods 

sees two reasons. “Firstly we have to 

acknowledge that there has been an 

increase in cost for property owners 

– insurance increases, repair costs, and 

impending rates increases have been 

placed upon homeowners and these 

costs are often passed along to the 

tenants via rent increases,” she says.  

This explains part of the notable increase 

in ‘market rent’ over the last two years 

– the amount a willing landlord might 

reasonably expect to receive, and what a 

willing tenant might reasonably expect to 

pay for the tenancy, in comparison with 

rent levels for similar properties in similar 

areas. “However,” Woods adds, “there 

also seem to be a number of profiteering 

rental property owners who have seen 

an opportunity to increase their revenue, 

and tenants are bearing the cost of this.”

Lisa Coulter, speaking on behalf of the 

Tenancy Protection Association, agrees. 

“The rent increases we have seen recently 

have come about for a variety of reasons. 

Shortage of accommodation is one 

reason as well as increasing costs for 

owners; however we are seeing some 

rents being asked are well above the 

market rent for comparable properties.

From 1 August 2012 to 31 January 2013 

the average weekly rent for a four-

bedroom property in Ilam was $505 per 

week. For a five-bedroom house in the 

same area, $645. In Riccarton, average 

weekly rent for a four-bedroom house 

was $480, marginally cheaper than Ilam. 

Most students receive around $205  

in weekly living costs from Studylink or 

the student allowance – which leaves  

a flatting student with around $70-$80  

a week to cover flat bills, food and 

general living costs – if they’re lucky. 

Often the numbers don’t add up, UCSA 

President Erin Jackson admits. In 2012, 

the UCSA granted a total of 90 food bank 

applications; in the five weeks since late 
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Flatting was once  

a rite of passage that 

signified independence 

for University students 

– away from the loving 

embrance of Mum and 

Dad at long last, and 

far from the opulence 

of a family home  

or Hall of Residence.  

But flatting is not  
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Rents are skyrocketing, 

properties are few  

and far between and 

students are struggling. 

When will it be fixed  

– and what does this 

mean for the future  

of the student body?

We have 
no other 
choice



20 Canta 2013 21 Canta 2013

February they have already handed out 30. 

Since the start of the year there have been 

seven hardship applications for students 

unable to meet their financial commitments, 

and six students have come in facing 

homelessness due to not being able  

to find an affordable flat.  

“There [also] obviously needs to be more 

infrastructure built, the University would 

definitely do it if it was inside its means but 

sadly that is just not feasible,” Jackson says.  

“I really think it is up to landlords and property 

managers [to abet the situation]. They have  

a responsibility to utilise ethical manners  

in regards to flatting and renting.” 

Another major player is the Government.  

The Christchurch City Council is the second 

largest landlord in New Zealand; as such,  

they have a hell of a lot of pull when it comes 

to market rent. “There needs to be a genuine 

acknowledgement of the [dire nature of  

the] situation, by the Council and by the 

Government,” Megan Woods insists. But 

authoritative bodies are far from a consensus. 

“There have been a number of conflicting 

reports that there is a rental and housing  

issue in Christchurch, and others which claim 

there is no issue.” 

The Tenants Protection Association (CHCH)  

is willing to dig for the numbers needed. “TPA 

has long called for a register of rental properties 

(which there currently is not) so that we can see 

exactly what the rental stock levels are,” Coulter 

insists. “This will allow for better planning and 

development.” This month their plan takes 

action. TPA is carrying out a rent increase 

survey over March and wants all tenants to tell 

us their story (good and bad) about their rent 

increases over the last two years, and choices 

they have made as a result. You can do this 

online at www.tpa.org.nz. “We will use this 

information to continue to bring attention to 

local and central government the true extend 

and impact of rent increases and their effects 

on the housing market in Canterbury.”

In the meanwhile, life in the halls is booming. 

UC Accommodation – which runs Uni Hall, the 

Sonoda Hall of Residence, and Ilam Apartments, 

is reporting near 100% occupancy at all times. 

And the halls aren’t for just first-year students. 

Third year Social Work student Silvan Danuser is 

back at Bishop Julius Hall for his third year in a 

row, this time as an RA. “Staying here gave me 

the option of having a great life experience as 

well as having all of my accommodation sorted 

for another year,” he says. “You live on-site and 

help out with whatever needs to be done, and 

because we technically work for the hall our 

fees are subsidised.”

But the halls have not been the lifeline some 

have expected. “If you get anything across to 

students it is ‘no contract, no accommodation’ 

and please, please, please do not arrive  

in Christchurch with no accommodation 

arranged!” a UC Accommodation  

representative stressed. 

For those who have not managed to find a 

space in the halls, moving back home is 

becoming more common. Connor Batchy 

found the hunt for a place to live so frustrating 

he moved to Rangiora to live with family. A 

student who wishes to be known as Alex also 

moved back home for 2013. “The commute is 

longer but it’s closer to work, a nicer place to 

live and a lot cheaper,” he says.

UC sociologist Dr Mike Grimshaw is launching  

a paper next semester that will discuss the city 

“as it is experienced today: as shifting mixes  

of public and private spaces, in which 

disruptions provoke different points of view, 

multiple memories and complex associations.” 

Sounds right up the alley of the rent crisis,  

on which he had a unique perspective. 

“Undersitting the crisis is a wider New Zealand 

society perception towards renting,” he says. 

“The NZ obsession with home ownership 

is very strong, but unspoken class-assumption 

regarding renting means that renting – and 

often the quality and type and price of rentals 

– is limited. We need to move toward a more 

European experience of rentals and long-term 

leasing to end this rent crisis. 

“There are also issues of who provides quality 

social housing,” he adds. “Is it the state, is it the 

city council, or is it to be increasingly left to  

a free market to fill the social housing market  

as it may wish?” 

Riccarton property managers A1 manage 

approximately 500 properties throughout 

Christchurch; this includes around 60-70 

student flats. They don’t seem too bothered 

about leaving things to the free market.“There is 

nothing students can really do about this rent 

crisis and with the way the property market 

looks at the moment rent will increase again 

next year, so they will just have to keep paying,” 

a company rep said. “Nothing can be done [to 

lower prices] until insurance companies start 

paying out, because until they do no one can 

do anything.” Most importantly, “people should 

be good tenants. They should be respectful and 

be prepared to look at flats early on in the year.”

If you are having difficulties, contact the UCSA. 

“The UCSA aren’t just the ambulance at  

the bottom of the cliff,” Erin Jackson insists.  

If they can’t help you, they will refer you onto 

someone that can. If a landlord or property 

owner is charging significantly higher rent 

than that of other similar properties, the 

Tenancy Tribunal can order them to reduce it. 

From Jackson’s point of view, the only 

noticeable downside to this flatting crisis is 

students spreading out beyond the traditional 

“student area” of Ilam and Riccarton. But Dr. Bill 

O’Steene isn’t so troubled by this. As the Head 

of School in the School of Educational Studies 

and Leadership, as well as one of the lecturers 

of CHCH 101, he is inspired by the thought of 

students living amongst other Christchurch 

residents. It would “make them feel a part of 

more than just Riccarton and Ilam,” he says.  

But not all students are convinced. “The east  

is a shithole,” Shaun Grieves insists. 

The spread could mean a less lively student 

community on campus, but so far it has not 

seemed to impact students’ abilities or desire to 

get amongst it. The USCA sold 10,700 tickets to 

O Week, the most Orientation tickets ever sold 

on record, and had over 32,000 students pass 

through their events. 

But what will the long-term effects be on the 

student body? If housing remains unafforable, 

will it mean more part-time enrolments as 

students are forced to find jobs to fund their 

study? Will it wipe out the lower-income 

demographic as students without supportive 

parents find it impossible to live? Will the 

government step in? Will the increasing crunch 

cause students to choose another University, 

further draining the city of necessary resources 

and cash? Or will students simply spread out, 

become more responsible and integrated into 

the city – leading Christchurch to become the 

antithesis of Dunedin, where students build 

couches, not burn them, and are upheld as the 

pillars of the community? 

Only time will tell. In the meanwhile, it’s a 

interesting time to be flatting in Christchurch. 

It’s estimated there will be 20,000 new 

dwellings in the city by 2017 – so in five years 

the city will be overhauled again. In the 

meanwhile, don’t forget to save some hot 

water for the backyard flatmate squatting  

out in the tent. Things are rough for them. 

If students are concerned about their finanial 

situation or their flat, come to UCSA Help 

between 10am and 2pm weekdays.
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