
Read & Download (PDF Kindle) 
Home Truths: Confronting New Zealand's 

Housing Crisis (BWB Texts Book 37)
 Sam Spector

http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/nBbQk/Home-Truths-Confronting-New-Zealands-Housing-Crisis-BWB-Texts-Book-37
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/nBbQk/Home-Truths-Confronting-New-Zealands-Housing-Crisis-BWB-Texts-Book-37
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/nBbQk/Home-Truths-Confronting-New-Zealands-Housing-Crisis-BWB-Texts-Book-37
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/nBbQk/Home-Truths-Confronting-New-Zealands-Housing-Crisis-BWB-Texts-Book-37
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/nBbQk/Home-Truths-Confronting-New-Zealands-Housing-Crisis-BWB-Texts-Book-37


The poor standard of current housing, and the inability of too many people on low incomes to
access decent housing, is causing a cascade of problems that are avoidable.Housing
affordability. Unhealthy homes. Wealth inequality. Environmental sustainability. Social mobility.
The state of New Zealand housing is central to many major issues confronting this country. In
this wide-ranging BWB Text, leading international housing researcher Philippa Howden-
Chapman reveals how New Zealand has lost its way on housing. This succinct introduction,
drawing on two decades of award-winning research, helps chart a new way ahead for housing
that is healthy, inclusive and sustainable.

From Library JournalProfessors Gowans and Clark (History of Art and American Studies
respectively) have each authored a scholarly treatment of the American home in its cultural
context. Both books include analyses of architectural style, but the authors are also concerned
with the symbolic functions of the middle-class home. Both identify the qualities that were of
importance in the perception of home and hearth: security, roots in the past, respectability, and
the virtue of family stability. The Comfortable House has the narrower scope, as it sorts out the
proliferation of house styles in the period when more homes were built than in the country's
entire previous history. This was an era of flight from the city, and the "comfortable home" was
most importantly one that was removed from the squalor of urban living. Although there were
new styles, designs of this time often incorporated architectural traditions of past eras; Gowans
explores how the prefabricated models differed in social functions from those of earlier times.
The American Family Home, 1800-1960 is broader in both chronology and treatment. Clark
chronicles the idealized vision of the middle-class home and uses a variety of sources, including
popular magazines, builders' plan books, and advertising. He analyzes four building styles
(Gothic, Queen Anne, Bungalow, and Ranch House Modern), setting forth the reformers' vision
and comparing those ideals to the houses that were built and the experiences of individual
families. His discussion extends to changes in interior space, decor, and furnishings. Both books
are heavily illustrated and include extensive notes and bibliographies. Both are highly
recommended, although Clark's is the more substantial work and will be of interest to a wider
readership. Douglas G. Birdsall, North Dakota State Univ. Lib., FargoCopyright 1986 Reed
Business Information, Inc.ReviewA stimulating book, one that should appeal to readers
interested in architecture as well as in family or women's history."North Carolina Historical
Review"An excellent and needed study of the important relation between houses and the fabric
of American family life.Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz, Scripps College"A stimulating book, one that
should appeal to readers interested in architecture as well as in family or women's history."North
Carolina Historical Review"""An excellent and needed study of the important relation between



houses and the fabric of American family life.Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz, Scripps
College"ReviewA stimulating book, one that should appeal to readers interested in architecture
as well as in family or women's history.--North Carolina Historical ReviewAbout the
AuthorClifford Edward Clark Jr., is M. A. and A. D. Hulings Professor of American Studies and
professor of history at Carleton College. He is author of Henry Ward Beecher: Spokesman for a
Middle-Class America.Read more
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publisher informationIntroductionA home truth is a true, but possibly unpleasant, fact that
another person tells you about yourself. I have written this book to tell the story of how New
Zealand once had some of the most notable and innovative affordable housing and
neighbourhoods in the developed world, and how it has neglected this heritage. The poor
standard of current housing, and the inability of too many people on low incomes to access
decent housing, is causing a cascade of problems that are avoidable.In the period I have been
writing this book, shocking stories linking poor housing and poor health have become a regular
feature of Radio New Zealand’s Morning Report. All too often I wake in the morning to hear
another mother lament the deterioration in her child’s health due to the family’s poor rental
housing. Sometimes, usually at the beginning of winter, I am called upon to comment on the
scale of the problem. I also receive, throughout the year, a constant flow of emails and phone
calls from nurses, doctors, tenants, politicians and concerned members of the public, asking for
my help in finding decent homes for families – particularly women and children. These heartfelt
requests are increasing, and the shortage of affordable, quality housing leaves me, like many
others, feeling largely powerless. I am regularly reminded that these problems need to be
tackled at a higher level than sorting out individual problems.For the last two decades, I have
been the director of a research group, He Kainga Oranga/Housing and Health Research
Programme, at the University of Otago in Wellington. We have been funded by the Health
Research Council to bring together a multi-disciplinary team of social scientists, public health
doctors, nurses, economists, engineers, physicists and mycologists (mould experts) to
systematically study how to improve the health of New Zealand’s housing by making it drier,
warmer, safer and more energy efficient. Our research work involves working with families and
households around the country in community trials that provide robust evidence to inform policy
by establishing cause and effect. These community trials are very rewarding but difficult and
expensive to do, and few have been carried out anywhere else around the world. Our research
has informed the work of the World Health Organization (WHO), the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International Energy Agency (IEA).1Our
research team goes into many, many houses to measure their temperature and relative humidity,
and to ask people about their health and employment, how often their children are absent from
school because they’re sick, whether their house is colder than they would like, and whether
they shiver inside their homes. We also listen to many people’s stories of the trade-offs they have
to make between heating their homes and paying other essential bills such as rent or food costs.
And we have been working to use this evidence to underpin the development of a range of long-
term policies to restore good quality to existing housing. Well-built housing needs to be in well-



maintained neighbourhoods with attractive public spaces that encourage walking and cycling,
and with easy access to public transport, so that people do not have to rely on their cars to get
around.It concerns us that evictions, crowded houses, and the domestic violence that too often
ensues from these, have become common features of New Zealand life. It also concerns us that
we increasingly rely on charities to pick up the pieces. The living conditions described in the
Victorian novels I read as a teenager in the 1960s seemed then to be a world away from New
Zealand: the dire cascade of consequences for Tess’s family after they were evicted from their
cottage by the landlord in Tess of the d’Urbervilles, or the horrors of life in crowded tenement
rookeries that contributed to the violence inflicted on Nancy by Sikes in Oliver Twist. Then there
was Dorothea in Middlemarch, mulling over her marriage prospects and occupying herself with
thinking how she could use the wealth of one of her suitors for good works such as building
workers’ cottages. Such conditions would have been familiar to my great-grandparents in
Scotland, Ireland and England, and they fuelled the desire of many migrants to do better.In
many ways, New Zealand was settled and developed in response to the pinched and constricted
material lives that British immigrants, even the so-called ‘deserving poor’, had led in the ‘home
country’. New Zealand settlement had a strong utopian streak based on nineteenth-century
progressive ‘state experiments’ that had ‘habituated the public to governmental activity’.2 Yet,
reformers such as the Revd Rutherford Waddell in a sermon delivered in Dunedin in 1888 on
‘The Sin of Cheapness’ questioned whether New Zealand was indeed a moral and just society if
it tolerated abuses such as sweat shops, one of the worst features of British industrialism.3A
pattern of growing inequality of opportunities and outcomes has again emerged around housing,
as well as in other areas. The general trends have been documented in Max Rashbrooke’s
work.4 As for housing, over the last century, the square meterage of new housing has more than
doubled, even though the size of households has halved: the rich among us are living in much
bigger houses. Most new housing is aimed at the top end of the market or at retirees. Few young
households can afford to buy a house or an apartment. Those who can afford to buy (often with
the help of their parents) are thus in a much more secure position financially. They also know
that they do not have to move until they want to, unlike those who are renting.A growing number
of people, including children, now live in private rental housing, the quality of which is
measurably poorer than that of either state housing or houses owned by their occupiers. The
number of people living in crowded households has also increased, even as the number of
households that are crowded has declined: that is, for those households that are crowded, the
situation has become worse. Both the number of homeless people on the streets of the major
cities and the number of people living in severe housing deprivation have likewise
increased.These patterns are inter-related. Rapid changes in housing patterns have major
implications not only for housing and health, but also for wider public policies such as land use
and transport planning, and price stability in the ‘macro’ economy. With little national oversight of
housing needs, and largely reactive economic and social policies for New Zealand’s cities, some
unsustainable choices are being made about how and where to develop new housing.What can



be done to reverse these disturbing trends? In this book, I take stock of the most important
housing issues facing New Zealand, how we’ve fenced ourselves in and how we can open the
gate. I reflect on the impact of poor housing on people’s health and wellbeing, and then suggest
a plan for ensuring that all New Zealanders have quality housing that contributes to their
improved health and wellbeing, as well as to more sustainable communities. This book is written
for renters, home owners, policy advisers, politicians and other readers who believe it is
essential to improve the quality of New Zealand’s homes and the sustainability of its
communities.Chapter 1Where have we come from?When I was growing up in the 1950s and
1960s, New Zealand prided itself on being an egalitarian, property-owning democracy. After the
Second World War, returning soldiers and their brides were understandably keen to put war and
rationing behind them and concentrate on domestic life in homes of their own. The
unprecedented baby boom that followed, and which occurred only in the Allied countries, led to
an urgent need for new housing. This was an era of rapid urbanisation and
suburbanisation.Many families were able to purchase homes built by private developers, usually
modelled on state housing designs, with loans from State Advances. Some moved into
modernist council-owned apartments in the cities, or into state houses in the new suburbs.1 The
movement of Māori into the cities away from ahi kā, their ancestral homes, after the Second
World War meant they were the first population group to move from previously high levels of
home ownership to renting, and to suffer the consequences.2Today there is a crisis, not just in
access to and affordability of housing in New Zealand, but in the quality of our housing. In
contrast to the innovative housing policies that underpinned New Zealand’s more egalitarian
social fabric during much of the twentieth century, the government no longer directly provides
low-interest loans for mortgages and has largely withdrawn from supporting the public–private
partnerships that developed to ensure that a sufficient number of state houses were built. The
supply of new affordable housing has declined, and the proportion of people living in largely
unregulated private rental housing and severe housing deprivation has correspondingly grown.
This has serious implications for health, social cohesion and the economy.In this chapter, I look
at historical patterns of housing and urban development, before focusing more closely on the
dramatic changes in tenure and building patterns over the last two decades and what we can do
about them.3 We need to look backwards to understand both the positive paths blazed and the
misguided policy choices made, before we can see the possible steps we can take going
forward.Earlier patterns of building and housing tenureEarly European settlers to Aotearoa were
amazed at the impressive quality of ornately carved Māori meeting houses and the orderliness
of kāinga or villages.4 But as with many settler societies, housing shortages were an early
feature of the expanding New Zealand colonial society. The initial reliance of settlers on Māori
building techniques – for example, using raupō reeds in house construction – was widespread.5
These raupō houses were more affordable and resilient in earthquakes than the stone buildings
the British military and settlers initially tried, but were largely abandoned after the 1848
Wellington earthquake, when some spectacular fires spread through them.These original



makeshift arrangements were later replaced by small timber dwellings and, later still, by housing
styles that contained separate living and sleeping quarters that gave a clearer indication of the
occupants’ income and status.6 Curiously, most houses faced south, as though they were still in
the Northern Hemisphere, waiting for the swallows to return from the southern Mediterranean.
Yet an early settler referred to a version of the old proverb: ‘Where the sun enters, the doctor
does not.’7Indeed, pockets of dark, crowded housing and lack of sewers in the cities led to
outbreaks of typhoid, smallpox, tuberculosis and other infectious diseases in the nineteenth
century.8 But it was the real threat of bubonic plague at the turn of the twentieth century that
concentrated the minds of public health doctors, Māori reformers and government.9As part of its
social reform programme at that time, the Liberal Government experimented with various
housing policies. After failing to maintain wage improvements, there was pressure on the
government from labour organisations to enter directly into the public housing market.10 The
Workers’ Dwellings Act 1905 enabled the Minister of Labour to acquire Crown land in four of the
main urban centres. This land was appropriated under the Land for Settlements Consolidation
Act 1900 to allow the building of thirty-four different designs for five-bedroom workers’ dwellings.
The dwellings could be rented weekly, leased for fifty years or leased-to-buy to those who met
the criterion of worker, and were supposed to undercut private landlords. Many of these houses
are still in service, but the policy floundered because the programme was expected to be self-
supporting and rents were too high for the workers to whom they were marketed. In practice, the
requirements excluded short-term leases and thus casual labourers. The policy was also
criticised for excluding the plight of landless Māori.11 In Petone, near Wellington, the
combination of rents, the tram fare to the local railway station and then the train fare to the city
was too costly for prospective tenants who worked in the city.12The Liberal government housing
in Coromandel Street in Newtown, Wellington, which was much closer to most tenants’ work
than the Petone houses, was considered very desirable. Interestingly, the 1913 Waterfront Strike
– a dispute between Wellington shipwrights and the Union Steam Ship Company – began when
workers argued that the company should either pay them for travelling time, or provide them with
transport to new workshops at Evans Bay, which was some distance from where most of them
lived.13The Liberal Government then tried another policy to make housing more affordable for
workers. In 1894, the government had passed the Government Advances to Settlers Act, which
meant that for the first time the state became a money lender.14 These first mortgages were
initially only rural loans, available at lower rates than those provided by private financiers, but
under the Government Advances to Workers Act 1906, a ‘moral and deserving worker’ could
borrow from the government to buy a section and build his, or nominally her, own house of
wood, brick, stone or concrete.15 These loans were generous and designed to provide low-cost
housing in order to maintain a stable and happy workforce, but they were again out of reach of
those on the lowest incomes. In what was to become a recurrent pattern, a conservative Reform
government that was elected in 1912 sold the rental housing stock and later discontinued the
mortgage subsidy.16 By 1919, when the scheme was replaced, only 657 houses had been



built.17Similar programmes had been made possible under the Municipal Corporation Act of
1900 ‘to provide, to repair and to furnish dwellings and to provide as much as three acres of land
for a given worker’, but little had eventuated. By 1911, the first wave of urbanisation meant that
most people lived in towns rather than rural areas, but councils, which flirted with building
houses for rental, soon abandoned their efforts, as again tenants could not afford the rents.
These policies all raised a similar policy question: were the public benefits of housing subsidies
worth, as the Premier Richard Seddon put it, the ‘collateral advantages which more than make
up for the monetary loss’.18Servicemen returning from the First World War found a worsening
housing shortage in the cities, and a number of further innovative solutions were tried to address
the problem. A 1923 amendment to the State Advances Act, which allowed workers to borrow 95
per cent of the cost of a home, led to a speculative frenzy for building in the new suburbs that
were now served by public transport.19Another approach was also taken in the 1920s, this time
by the Railways Department. To house its workers in the North Island, the department became
New Zealand’s largest house-builder and landlord.20 It established a sawmill and kitset house
factory at Frankton Junction in Hamilton and, using rimu and mataī timber from its own central
North Island forests, built and transported more than 1,400 homes to railway settlements
designed as garden suburbs, until timber companies convinced the government that private
enterprise could build workers’ homes more cheaply.But the Great Depression brought all new
building to a standstill. In 1935, in an effort to jumpstart the economy, Gordon Coates, the
Minister of Finance in the Coalition Government, established the Mortgage Corporation of New
Zealand to take over the role of State Advances and issue low-interest loans; the government
retained a half share.21Before it was possible to judge the effectiveness of this policy, the newly
elected First Labour Government of 1935 put the highest priority on solving the acute shortage
of housing, both for purchase and rent. It nationalised the Mortgage Corporation and advanced
low-rate, long-term mortgages of up to 85 per cent on both urban and suburban houses, as well
as farm properties. The Reserve Bank, which was now also operated by the government,
financed the building of ‘state houses’ for renting in small garden suburbs and sometimes whole
new suburban towns. Considerable effort was made to incorporate local schools, public spaces,
and amenities such as shops and libraries. The government went into partnership with Fletchers
and several other companies to build the houses under the Housing Act of 1936, on the basis
that high-quality housing was a right of citizenship. There were over 100 different modular
designs; they were well built, there were thousands of them, and they were erected
quickly.22ContentsIntroduction1 Where have we come from?2 Housing, the market and the
welfare state3 The link between housing and the national economy4 Why does the quality of
housing matter?5 Fixing housing upNotesAcknowledgementsAbout the authorAbout BWB
TextsCopyright and publisher informationContentsIntroduction1 Where have we come from?2
Housing, the market and the welfare state3 The link between housing and the national
economy4 Why does the quality of housing matter?5 Fixing housing
upNotesAcknowledgementsAbout the authorAbout BWB TextsCopyright and publisher
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quality of housing matter?5 Fixing housing upNotesAcknowledgementsAbout the authorAbout
BWB TextsCopyright and publisher informationIntroductionA home truth is a true, but possibly
unpleasant, fact that another person tells you about yourself. I have written this book to tell the
story of how New Zealand once had some of the most notable and innovative affordable
housing and neighbourhoods in the developed world, and how it has neglected this heritage.
The poor standard of current housing, and the inability of too many people on low incomes to
access decent housing, is causing a cascade of problems that are avoidable.In the period I have
been writing this book, shocking stories linking poor housing and poor health have become a
regular feature of Radio New Zealand’s Morning Report. All too often I wake in the morning to
hear another mother lament the deterioration in her child’s health due to the family’s poor rental
housing. Sometimes, usually at the beginning of winter, I am called upon to comment on the
scale of the problem. I also receive, throughout the year, a constant flow of emails and phone
calls from nurses, doctors, tenants, politicians and concerned members of the public, asking for
my help in finding decent homes for families – particularly women and children. These heartfelt
requests are increasing, and the shortage of affordable, quality housing leaves me, like many
others, feeling largely powerless. I am regularly reminded that these problems need to be
tackled at a higher level than sorting out individual problems.For the last two decades, I have
been the director of a research group, He Kainga Oranga/Housing and Health Research
Programme, at the University of Otago in Wellington. We have been funded by the Health
Research Council to bring together a multi-disciplinary team of social scientists, public health
doctors, nurses, economists, engineers, physicists and mycologists (mould experts) to
systematically study how to improve the health of New Zealand’s housing by making it drier,
warmer, safer and more energy efficient. Our research work involves working with families and
households around the country in community trials that provide robust evidence to inform policy
by establishing cause and effect. These community trials are very rewarding but difficult and
expensive to do, and few have been carried out anywhere else around the world. Our research
has informed the work of the World Health Organization (WHO), the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International Energy Agency (IEA).1Our
research team goes into many, many houses to measure their temperature and relative humidity,
and to ask people about their health and employment, how often their children are absent from
school because they’re sick, whether their house is colder than they would like, and whether
they shiver inside their homes. We also listen to many people’s stories of the trade-offs they have
to make between heating their homes and paying other essential bills such as rent or food costs.
And we have been working to use this evidence to underpin the development of a range of long-
term policies to restore good quality to existing housing. Well-built housing needs to be in well-
maintained neighbourhoods with attractive public spaces that encourage walking and cycling,
and with easy access to public transport, so that people do not have to rely on their cars to get



around.It concerns us that evictions, crowded houses, and the domestic violence that too often
ensues from these, have become common features of New Zealand life. It also concerns us that
we increasingly rely on charities to pick up the pieces. The living conditions described in the
Victorian novels I read as a teenager in the 1960s seemed then to be a world away from New
Zealand: the dire cascade of consequences for Tess’s family after they were evicted from their
cottage by the landlord in Tess of the d’Urbervilles, or the horrors of life in crowded tenement
rookeries that contributed to the violence inflicted on Nancy by Sikes in Oliver Twist. Then there
was Dorothea in Middlemarch, mulling over her marriage prospects and occupying herself with
thinking how she could use the wealth of one of her suitors for good works such as building
workers’ cottages. Such conditions would have been familiar to my great-grandparents in
Scotland, Ireland and England, and they fuelled the desire of many migrants to do better.In
many ways, New Zealand was settled and developed in response to the pinched and constricted
material lives that British immigrants, even the so-called ‘deserving poor’, had led in the ‘home
country’. New Zealand settlement had a strong utopian streak based on nineteenth-century
progressive ‘state experiments’ that had ‘habituated the public to governmental activity’.2 Yet,
reformers such as the Revd Rutherford Waddell in a sermon delivered in Dunedin in 1888 on
‘The Sin of Cheapness’ questioned whether New Zealand was indeed a moral and just society if
it tolerated abuses such as sweat shops, one of the worst features of British industrialism.3A
pattern of growing inequality of opportunities and outcomes has again emerged around housing,
as well as in other areas. The general trends have been documented in Max Rashbrooke’s
work.4 As for housing, over the last century, the square meterage of new housing has more than
doubled, even though the size of households has halved: the rich among us are living in much
bigger houses. Most new housing is aimed at the top end of the market or at retirees. Few young
households can afford to buy a house or an apartment. Those who can afford to buy (often with
the help of their parents) are thus in a much more secure position financially. They also know
that they do not have to move until they want to, unlike those who are renting.A growing number
of people, including children, now live in private rental housing, the quality of which is
measurably poorer than that of either state housing or houses owned by their occupiers. The
number of people living in crowded households has also increased, even as the number of
households that are crowded has declined: that is, for those households that are crowded, the
situation has become worse. Both the number of homeless people on the streets of the major
cities and the number of people living in severe housing deprivation have likewise
increased.These patterns are inter-related. Rapid changes in housing patterns have major
implications not only for housing and health, but also for wider public policies such as land use
and transport planning, and price stability in the ‘macro’ economy. With little national oversight of
housing needs, and largely reactive economic and social policies for New Zealand’s cities, some
unsustainable choices are being made about how and where to develop new housing.What can
be done to reverse these disturbing trends? In this book, I take stock of the most important
housing issues facing New Zealand, how we’ve fenced ourselves in and how we can open the



gate. I reflect on the impact of poor housing on people’s health and wellbeing, and then suggest
a plan for ensuring that all New Zealanders have quality housing that contributes to their
improved health and wellbeing, as well as to more sustainable communities. This book is written
for renters, home owners, policy advisers, politicians and other readers who believe it is
essential to improve the quality of New Zealand’s homes and the sustainability of its
communities.IntroductionA home truth is a true, but possibly unpleasant, fact that another
person tells you about yourself. I have written this book to tell the story of how New Zealand
once had some of the most notable and innovative affordable housing and neighbourhoods in
the developed world, and how it has neglected this heritage. The poor standard of current
housing, and the inability of too many people on low incomes to access decent housing, is
causing a cascade of problems that are avoidable.In the period I have been writing this book,
shocking stories linking poor housing and poor health have become a regular feature of Radio
New Zealand’s Morning Report. All too often I wake in the morning to hear another mother
lament the deterioration in her child’s health due to the family’s poor rental housing. Sometimes,
usually at the beginning of winter, I am called upon to comment on the scale of the problem. I
also receive, throughout the year, a constant flow of emails and phone calls from nurses,
doctors, tenants, politicians and concerned members of the public, asking for my help in finding
decent homes for families – particularly women and children. These heartfelt requests are
increasing, and the shortage of affordable, quality housing leaves me, like many others, feeling
largely powerless. I am regularly reminded that these problems need to be tackled at a higher
level than sorting out individual problems.For the last two decades, I have been the director of a
research group, He Kainga Oranga/Housing and Health Research Programme, at the University
of Otago in Wellington. We have been funded by the Health Research Council to bring together
a multi-disciplinary team of social scientists, public health doctors, nurses, economists,
engineers, physicists and mycologists (mould experts) to systematically study how to improve
the health of New Zealand’s housing by making it drier, warmer, safer and more energy efficient.
Our research work involves working with families and households around the country in
community trials that provide robust evidence to inform policy by establishing cause and effect.
These community trials are very rewarding but difficult and expensive to do, and few have been
carried out anywhere else around the world. Our research has informed the work of the World
Health Organization (WHO), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and the International Energy Agency (IEA).1Our research team goes into many, many
houses to measure their temperature and relative humidity, and to ask people about their health
and employment, how often their children are absent from school because they’re sick, whether
their house is colder than they would like, and whether they shiver inside their homes. We also
listen to many people’s stories of the trade-offs they have to make between heating their homes
and paying other essential bills such as rent or food costs. And we have been working to use this
evidence to underpin the development of a range of long-term policies to restore good quality to
existing housing. Well-built housing needs to be in well-maintained neighbourhoods with



attractive public spaces that encourage walking and cycling, and with easy access to public
transport, so that people do not have to rely on their cars to get around.It concerns us that
evictions, crowded houses, and the domestic violence that too often ensues from these, have
become common features of New Zealand life. It also concerns us that we increasingly rely on
charities to pick up the pieces. The living conditions described in the Victorian novels I read as a
teenager in the 1960s seemed then to be a world away from New Zealand: the dire cascade of
consequences for Tess’s family after they were evicted from their cottage by the landlord in Tess
of the d’Urbervilles, or the horrors of life in crowded tenement rookeries that contributed to the
violence inflicted on Nancy by Sikes in Oliver Twist. Then there was Dorothea in Middlemarch,
mulling over her marriage prospects and occupying herself with thinking how she could use the
wealth of one of her suitors for good works such as building workers’ cottages. Such conditions
would have been familiar to my great-grandparents in Scotland, Ireland and England, and they
fuelled the desire of many migrants to do better.In many ways, New Zealand was settled and
developed in response to the pinched and constricted material lives that British immigrants,
even the so-called ‘deserving poor’, had led in the ‘home country’. New Zealand settlement had
a strong utopian streak based on nineteenth-century progressive ‘state experiments’ that had
‘habituated the public to governmental activity’.2 Yet, reformers such as the Revd Rutherford
Waddell in a sermon delivered in Dunedin in 1888 on ‘The Sin of Cheapness’ questioned
whether New Zealand was indeed a moral and just society if it tolerated abuses such as sweat
shops, one of the worst features of British industrialism.3A pattern of growing inequality of
opportunities and outcomes has again emerged around housing, as well as in other areas. The
general trends have been documented in Max Rashbrooke’s work.4 As for housing, over the last
century, the square meterage of new housing has more than doubled, even though the size of
households has halved: the rich among us are living in much bigger houses. Most new housing
is aimed at the top end of the market or at retirees. Few young households can afford to buy a
house or an apartment. Those who can afford to buy (often with the help of their parents) are
thus in a much more secure position financially. They also know that they do not have to move
until they want to, unlike those who are renting.A growing number of people, including children,
now live in private rental housing, the quality of which is measurably poorer than that of either
state housing or houses owned by their occupiers. The number of people living in crowded
households has also increased, even as the number of households that are crowded has
declined: that is, for those households that are crowded, the situation has become worse. Both
the number of homeless people on the streets of the major cities and the number of people
living in severe housing deprivation have likewise increased.These patterns are inter-related.
Rapid changes in housing patterns have major implications not only for housing and health, but
also for wider public policies such as land use and transport planning, and price stability in the
‘macro’ economy. With little national oversight of housing needs, and largely reactive economic
and social policies for New Zealand’s cities, some unsustainable choices are being made about
how and where to develop new housing.What can be done to reverse these disturbing trends?



In this book, I take stock of the most important housing issues facing New Zealand, how we’ve
fenced ourselves in and how we can open the gate. I reflect on the impact of poor housing on
people’s health and wellbeing, and then suggest a plan for ensuring that all New Zealanders
have quality housing that contributes to their improved health and wellbeing, as well as to more
sustainable communities. This book is written for renters, home owners, policy advisers,
politicians and other readers who believe it is essential to improve the quality of New Zealand’s
homes and the sustainability of its communities.IntroductionIntroductionA home truth is a true,
but possibly unpleasant, fact that another person tells you about yourself. I have written this book
to tell the story of how New Zealand once had some of the most notable and innovative
affordable housing and neighbourhoods in the developed world, and how it has neglected this
heritage. The poor standard of current housing, and the inability of too many people on low
incomes to access decent housing, is causing a cascade of problems that are avoidable.In the
period I have been writing this book, shocking stories linking poor housing and poor health have
become a regular feature of Radio New Zealand’s Morning Report. All too often I wake in the
morning to hear another mother lament the deterioration in her child’s health due to the family’s
poor rental housing. Sometimes, usually at the beginning of winter, I am called upon to comment
on the scale of the problem. I also receive, throughout the year, a constant flow of emails and
phone calls from nurses, doctors, tenants, politicians and concerned members of the public,
asking for my help in finding decent homes for families – particularly women and children. These
heartfelt requests are increasing, and the shortage of affordable, quality housing leaves me, like
many others, feeling largely powerless. I am regularly reminded that these problems need to be
tackled at a higher level than sorting out individual problems.For the last two decades, I have
been the director of a research group, He Kainga Oranga/Housing and Health Research
Programme, at the University of Otago in Wellington. We have been funded by the Health
Research Council to bring together a multi-disciplinary team of social scientists, public health
doctors, nurses, economists, engineers, physicists and mycologists (mould experts) to
systematically study how to improve the health of New Zealand’s housing by making it drier,
warmer, safer and more energy efficient. Our research work involves working with families and
households around the country in community trials that provide robust evidence to inform policy
by establishing cause and effect. These community trials are very rewarding but difficult and
expensive to do, and few have been carried out anywhere else around the world. Our research
has informed the work of the World Health Organization (WHO), the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International Energy Agency (IEA).1Our
research team goes into many, many houses to measure their temperature and relative humidity,
and to ask people about their health and employment, how often their children are absent from
school because they’re sick, whether their house is colder than they would like, and whether
they shiver inside their homes. We also listen to many people’s stories of the trade-offs they have
to make between heating their homes and paying other essential bills such as rent or food costs.
And we have been working to use this evidence to underpin the development of a range of long-



term policies to restore good quality to existing housing. Well-built housing needs to be in well-
maintained neighbourhoods with attractive public spaces that encourage walking and cycling,
and with easy access to public transport, so that people do not have to rely on their cars to get
around.It concerns us that evictions, crowded houses, and the domestic violence that too often
ensues from these, have become common features of New Zealand life. It also concerns us that
we increasingly rely on charities to pick up the pieces. The living conditions described in the
Victorian novels I read as a teenager in the 1960s seemed then to be a world away from New
Zealand: the dire cascade of consequences for Tess’s family after they were evicted from their
cottage by the landlord in Tess of the d’Urbervilles, or the horrors of life in crowded tenement
rookeries that contributed to the violence inflicted on Nancy by Sikes in Oliver Twist. Then there
was Dorothea in Middlemarch, mulling over her marriage prospects and occupying herself with
thinking how she could use the wealth of one of her suitors for good works such as building
workers’ cottages. Such conditions would have been familiar to my great-grandparents in
Scotland, Ireland and England, and they fuelled the desire of many migrants to do better.In
many ways, New Zealand was settled and developed in response to the pinched and constricted
material lives that British immigrants, even the so-called ‘deserving poor’, had led in the ‘home
country’. New Zealand settlement had a strong utopian streak based on nineteenth-century
progressive ‘state experiments’ that had ‘habituated the public to governmental activity’.2 Yet,
reformers such as the Revd Rutherford Waddell in a sermon delivered in Dunedin in 1888 on
‘The Sin of Cheapness’ questioned whether New Zealand was indeed a moral and just society if
it tolerated abuses such as sweat shops, one of the worst features of British industrialism.3A
pattern of growing inequality of opportunities and outcomes has again emerged around housing,
as well as in other areas. The general trends have been documented in Max Rashbrooke’s
work.4 As for housing, over the last century, the square meterage of new housing has more than
doubled, even though the size of households has halved: the rich among us are living in much
bigger houses. Most new housing is aimed at the top end of the market or at retirees. Few young
households can afford to buy a house or an apartment. Those who can afford to buy (often with
the help of their parents) are thus in a much more secure position financially. They also know
that they do not have to move until they want to, unlike those who are renting.A growing number
of people, including children, now live in private rental housing, the quality of which is
measurably poorer than that of either state housing or houses owned by their occupiers. The
number of people living in crowded households has also increased, even as the number of
households that are crowded has declined: that is, for those households that are crowded, the
situation has become worse. Both the number of homeless people on the streets of the major
cities and the number of people living in severe housing deprivation have likewise
increased.These patterns are inter-related. Rapid changes in housing patterns have major
implications not only for housing and health, but also for wider public policies such as land use
and transport planning, and price stability in the ‘macro’ economy. With little national oversight of
housing needs, and largely reactive economic and social policies for New Zealand’s cities, some



unsustainable choices are being made about how and where to develop new housing.What can
be done to reverse these disturbing trends? In this book, I take stock of the most important
housing issues facing New Zealand, how we’ve fenced ourselves in and how we can open the
gate. I reflect on the impact of poor housing on people’s health and wellbeing, and then suggest
a plan for ensuring that all New Zealanders have quality housing that contributes to their
improved health and wellbeing, as well as to more sustainable communities. This book is written
for renters, home owners, policy advisers, politicians and other readers who believe it is
essential to improve the quality of New Zealand’s homes and the sustainability of its
communities.Chapter 1Where have we come from?When I was growing up in the 1950s and
1960s, New Zealand prided itself on being an egalitarian, property-owning democracy. After the
Second World War, returning soldiers and their brides were understandably keen to put war and
rationing behind them and concentrate on domestic life in homes of their own. The
unprecedented baby boom that followed, and which occurred only in the Allied countries, led to
an urgent need for new housing. This was an era of rapid urbanisation and
suburbanisation.Many families were able to purchase homes built by private developers, usually
modelled on state housing designs, with loans from State Advances. Some moved into
modernist council-owned apartments in the cities, or into state houses in the new suburbs.1 The
movement of Māori into the cities away from ahi kā, their ancestral homes, after the Second
World War meant they were the first population group to move from previously high levels of
home ownership to renting, and to suffer the consequences.2Today there is a crisis, not just in
access to and affordability of housing in New Zealand, but in the quality of our housing. In
contrast to the innovative housing policies that underpinned New Zealand’s more egalitarian
social fabric during much of the twentieth century, the government no longer directly provides
low-interest loans for mortgages and has largely withdrawn from supporting the public–private
partnerships that developed to ensure that a sufficient number of state houses were built. The
supply of new affordable housing has declined, and the proportion of people living in largely
unregulated private rental housing and severe housing deprivation has correspondingly grown.
This has serious implications for health, social cohesion and the economy.In this chapter, I look
at historical patterns of housing and urban development, before focusing more closely on the
dramatic changes in tenure and building patterns over the last two decades and what we can do
about them.3 We need to look backwards to understand both the positive paths blazed and the
misguided policy choices made, before we can see the possible steps we can take going
forward.Earlier patterns of building and housing tenureEarly European settlers to Aotearoa were
amazed at the impressive quality of ornately carved Māori meeting houses and the orderliness
of kāinga or villages.4 But as with many settler societies, housing shortages were an early
feature of the expanding New Zealand colonial society. The initial reliance of settlers on Māori
building techniques – for example, using raupō reeds in house construction – was widespread.5
These raupō houses were more affordable and resilient in earthquakes than the stone buildings
the British military and settlers initially tried, but were largely abandoned after the 1848



Wellington earthquake, when some spectacular fires spread through them.These original
makeshift arrangements were later replaced by small timber dwellings and, later still, by housing
styles that contained separate living and sleeping quarters that gave a clearer indication of the
occupants’ income and status.6 Curiously, most houses faced south, as though they were still in
the Northern Hemisphere, waiting for the swallows to return from the southern Mediterranean.
Yet an early settler referred to a version of the old proverb: ‘Where the sun enters, the doctor
does not.’7Indeed, pockets of dark, crowded housing and lack of sewers in the cities led to
outbreaks of typhoid, smallpox, tuberculosis and other infectious diseases in the nineteenth
century.8 But it was the real threat of bubonic plague at the turn of the twentieth century that
concentrated the minds of public health doctors, Māori reformers and government.9As part of its
social reform programme at that time, the Liberal Government experimented with various
housing policies. After failing to maintain wage improvements, there was pressure on the
government from labour organisations to enter directly into the public housing market.10 The
Workers’ Dwellings Act 1905 enabled the Minister of Labour to acquire Crown land in four of the
main urban centres. This land was appropriated under the Land for Settlements Consolidation
Act 1900 to allow the building of thirty-four different designs for five-bedroom workers’ dwellings.
The dwellings could be rented weekly, leased for fifty years or leased-to-buy to those who met
the criterion of worker, and were supposed to undercut private landlords. Many of these houses
are still in service, but the policy floundered because the programme was expected to be self-
supporting and rents were too high for the workers to whom they were marketed. In practice, the
requirements excluded short-term leases and thus casual labourers. The policy was also
criticised for excluding the plight of landless Māori.11 In Petone, near Wellington, the
combination of rents, the tram fare to the local railway station and then the train fare to the city
was too costly for prospective tenants who worked in the city.12The Liberal government housing
in Coromandel Street in Newtown, Wellington, which was much closer to most tenants’ work
than the Petone houses, was considered very desirable. Interestingly, the 1913 Waterfront Strike
– a dispute between Wellington shipwrights and the Union Steam Ship Company – began when
workers argued that the company should either pay them for travelling time, or provide them with
transport to new workshops at Evans Bay, which was some distance from where most of them
lived.13The Liberal Government then tried another policy to make housing more affordable for
workers. In 1894, the government had passed the Government Advances to Settlers Act, which
meant that for the first time the state became a money lender.14 These first mortgages were
initially only rural loans, available at lower rates than those provided by private financiers, but
under the Government Advances to Workers Act 1906, a ‘moral and deserving worker’ could
borrow from the government to buy a section and build his, or nominally her, own house of
wood, brick, stone or concrete.15 These loans were generous and designed to provide low-cost
housing in order to maintain a stable and happy workforce, but they were again out of reach of
those on the lowest incomes. In what was to become a recurrent pattern, a conservative Reform
government that was elected in 1912 sold the rental housing stock and later discontinued the



mortgage subsidy.16 By 1919, when the scheme was replaced, only 657 houses had been
built.17Similar programmes had been made possible under the Municipal Corporation Act of
1900 ‘to provide, to repair and to furnish dwellings and to provide as much as three acres of land
for a given worker’, but little had eventuated. By 1911, the first wave of urbanisation meant that
most people lived in towns rather than rural areas, but councils, which flirted with building
houses for rental, soon abandoned their efforts, as again tenants could not afford the rents.
These policies all raised a similar policy question: were the public benefits of housing subsidies
worth, as the Premier Richard Seddon put it, the ‘collateral advantages which more than make
up for the monetary loss’.18Servicemen returning from the First World War found a worsening
housing shortage in the cities, and a number of further innovative solutions were tried to address
the problem. A 1923 amendment to the State Advances Act, which allowed workers to borrow 95
per cent of the cost of a home, led to a speculative frenzy for building in the new suburbs that
were now served by public transport.19Another approach was also taken in the 1920s, this time
by the Railways Department. To house its workers in the North Island, the department became
New Zealand’s largest house-builder and landlord.20 It established a sawmill and kitset house
factory at Frankton Junction in Hamilton and, using rimu and mataī timber from its own central
North Island forests, built and transported more than 1,400 homes to railway settlements
designed as garden suburbs, until timber companies convinced the government that private
enterprise could build workers’ homes more cheaply.But the Great Depression brought all new
building to a standstill. In 1935, in an effort to jumpstart the economy, Gordon Coates, the
Minister of Finance in the Coalition Government, established the Mortgage Corporation of New
Zealand to take over the role of State Advances and issue low-interest loans; the government
retained a half share.21Before it was possible to judge the effectiveness of this policy, the newly
elected First Labour Government of 1935 put the highest priority on solving the acute shortage
of housing, both for purchase and rent. It nationalised the Mortgage Corporation and advanced
low-rate, long-term mortgages of up to 85 per cent on both urban and suburban houses, as well
as farm properties. The Reserve Bank, which was now also operated by the government,
financed the building of ‘state houses’ for renting in small garden suburbs and sometimes whole
new suburban towns. Considerable effort was made to incorporate local schools, public spaces,
and amenities such as shops and libraries. The government went into partnership with Fletchers
and several other companies to build the houses under the Housing Act of 1936, on the basis
that high-quality housing was a right of citizenship. There were over 100 different modular
designs; they were well built, there were thousands of them, and they were erected
quickly.22Chapter 1Where have we come from?When I was growing up in the 1950s and 1960s,
New Zealand prided itself on being an egalitarian, property-owning democracy. After the Second
World War, returning soldiers and their brides were understandably keen to put war and
rationing behind them and concentrate on domestic life in homes of their own. The
unprecedented baby boom that followed, and which occurred only in the Allied countries, led to
an urgent need for new housing. This was an era of rapid urbanisation and



suburbanisation.Many families were able to purchase homes built by private developers, usually
modelled on state housing designs, with loans from State Advances. Some moved into
modernist council-owned apartments in the cities, or into state houses in the new suburbs.1 The
movement of Māori into the cities away from ahi kā, their ancestral homes, after the Second
World War meant they were the first population group to move from previously high levels of
home ownership to renting, and to suffer the consequences.2Today there is a crisis, not just in
access to and affordability of housing in New Zealand, but in the quality of our housing. In
contrast to the innovative housing policies that underpinned New Zealand’s more egalitarian
social fabric during much of the twentieth century, the government no longer directly provides
low-interest loans for mortgages and has largely withdrawn from supporting the public–private
partnerships that developed to ensure that a sufficient number of state houses were built. The
supply of new affordable housing has declined, and the proportion of people living in largely
unregulated private rental housing and severe housing deprivation has correspondingly grown.
This has serious implications for health, social cohesion and the economy.In this chapter, I look
at historical patterns of housing and urban development, before focusing more closely on the
dramatic changes in tenure and building patterns over the last two decades and what we can do
about them.3 We need to look backwards to understand both the positive paths blazed and the
misguided policy choices made, before we can see the possible steps we can take going
forward.Earlier patterns of building and housing tenureEarly European settlers to Aotearoa were
amazed at the impressive quality of ornately carved Māori meeting houses and the orderliness
of kāinga or villages.4 But as with many settler societies, housing shortages were an early
feature of the expanding New Zealand colonial society. The initial reliance of settlers on Māori
building techniques – for example, using raupō reeds in house construction – was widespread.5
These raupō houses were more affordable and resilient in earthquakes than the stone buildings
the British military and settlers initially tried, but were largely abandoned after the 1848
Wellington earthquake, when some spectacular fires spread through them.These original
makeshift arrangements were later replaced by small timber dwellings and, later still, by housing
styles that contained separate living and sleeping quarters that gave a clearer indication of the
occupants’ income and status.6 Curiously, most houses faced south, as though they were still in
the Northern Hemisphere, waiting for the swallows to return from the southern Mediterranean.
Yet an early settler referred to a version of the old proverb: ‘Where the sun enters, the doctor
does not.’7Indeed, pockets of dark, crowded housing and lack of sewers in the cities led to
outbreaks of typhoid, smallpox, tuberculosis and other infectious diseases in the nineteenth
century.8 But it was the real threat of bubonic plague at the turn of the twentieth century that
concentrated the minds of public health doctors, Māori reformers and government.9As part of its
social reform programme at that time, the Liberal Government experimented with various
housing policies. After failing to maintain wage improvements, there was pressure on the
government from labour organisations to enter directly into the public housing market.10 The
Workers’ Dwellings Act 1905 enabled the Minister of Labour to acquire Crown land in four of the



main urban centres. This land was appropriated under the Land for Settlements Consolidation
Act 1900 to allow the building of thirty-four different designs for five-bedroom workers’ dwellings.
The dwellings could be rented weekly, leased for fifty years or leased-to-buy to those who met
the criterion of worker, and were supposed to undercut private landlords. Many of these houses
are still in service, but the policy floundered because the programme was expected to be self-
supporting and rents were too high for the workers to whom they were marketed. In practice, the
requirements excluded short-term leases and thus casual labourers. The policy was also
criticised for excluding the plight of landless Māori.11 In Petone, near Wellington, the
combination of rents, the tram fare to the local railway station and then the train fare to the city
was too costly for prospective tenants who worked in the city.12The Liberal government housing
in Coromandel Street in Newtown, Wellington, which was much closer to most tenants’ work
than the Petone houses, was considered very desirable. Interestingly, the 1913 Waterfront Strike
– a dispute between Wellington shipwrights and the Union Steam Ship Company – began when
workers argued that the company should either pay them for travelling time, or provide them with
transport to new workshops at Evans Bay, which was some distance from where most of them
lived.13The Liberal Government then tried another policy to make housing more affordable for
workers. In 1894, the government had passed the Government Advances to Settlers Act, which
meant that for the first time the state became a money lender.14 These first mortgages were
initially only rural loans, available at lower rates than those provided by private financiers, but
under the Government Advances to Workers Act 1906, a ‘moral and deserving worker’ could
borrow from the government to buy a section and build his, or nominally her, own house of
wood, brick, stone or concrete.15 These loans were generous and designed to provide low-cost
housing in order to maintain a stable and happy workforce, but they were again out of reach of
those on the lowest incomes. In what was to become a recurrent pattern, a conservative Reform
government that was elected in 1912 sold the rental housing stock and later discontinued the
mortgage subsidy.16 By 1919, when the scheme was replaced, only 657 houses had been
built.17Similar programmes had been made possible under the Municipal Corporation Act of
1900 ‘to provide, to repair and to furnish dwellings and to provide as much as three acres of land
for a given worker’, but little had eventuated. By 1911, the first wave of urbanisation meant that
most people lived in towns rather than rural areas, but councils, which flirted with building
houses for rental, soon abandoned their efforts, as again tenants could not afford the rents.
These policies all raised a similar policy question: were the public benefits of housing subsidies
worth, as the Premier Richard Seddon put it, the ‘collateral advantages which more than make
up for the monetary loss’.18Servicemen returning from the First World War found a worsening
housing shortage in the cities, and a number of further innovative solutions were tried to address
the problem. A 1923 amendment to the State Advances Act, which allowed workers to borrow 95
per cent of the cost of a home, led to a speculative frenzy for building in the new suburbs that
were now served by public transport.19Another approach was also taken in the 1920s, this time
by the Railways Department. To house its workers in the North Island, the department became



New Zealand’s largest house-builder and landlord.20 It established a sawmill and kitset house
factory at Frankton Junction in Hamilton and, using rimu and mataī timber from its own central
North Island forests, built and transported more than 1,400 homes to railway settlements
designed as garden suburbs, until timber companies convinced the government that private
enterprise could build workers’ homes more cheaply.But the Great Depression brought all new
building to a standstill. In 1935, in an effort to jumpstart the economy, Gordon Coates, the
Minister of Finance in the Coalition Government, established the Mortgage Corporation of New
Zealand to take over the role of State Advances and issue low-interest loans; the government
retained a half share.21Before it was possible to judge the effectiveness of this policy, the newly
elected First Labour Government of 1935 put the highest priority on solving the acute shortage
of housing, both for purchase and rent. It nationalised the Mortgage Corporation and advanced
low-rate, long-term mortgages of up to 85 per cent on both urban and suburban houses, as well
as farm properties. The Reserve Bank, which was now also operated by the government,
financed the building of ‘state houses’ for renting in small garden suburbs and sometimes whole
new suburban towns. Considerable effort was made to incorporate local schools, public spaces,
and amenities such as shops and libraries. The government went into partnership with Fletchers
and several other companies to build the houses under the Housing Act of 1936, on the basis
that high-quality housing was a right of citizenship. There were over 100 different modular
designs; they were well built, there were thousands of them, and they were erected
quickly.22Chapter 1Where have we come from?Chapter 1Where have we come from?When I
was growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, New Zealand prided itself on being an egalitarian,
property-owning democracy. After the Second World War, returning soldiers and their brides
were understandably keen to put war and rationing behind them and concentrate on domestic
life in homes of their own. The unprecedented baby boom that followed, and which occurred
only in the Allied countries, led to an urgent need for new housing. This was an era of rapid
urbanisation and suburbanisation.Many families were able to purchase homes built by private
developers, usually modelled on state housing designs, with loans from State Advances. Some
moved into modernist council-owned apartments in the cities, or into state houses in the new
suburbs.1 The movement of Māori into the cities away from ahi kā, their ancestral homes, after
the Second World War meant they were the first population group to move from previously high
levels of home ownership to renting, and to suffer the consequences.2Today there is a crisis, not
just in access to and affordability of housing in New Zealand, but in the quality of our housing. In
contrast to the innovative housing policies that underpinned New Zealand’s more egalitarian
social fabric during much of the twentieth century, the government no longer directly provides
low-interest loans for mortgages and has largely withdrawn from supporting the public–private
partnerships that developed to ensure that a sufficient number of state houses were built. The
supply of new affordable housing has declined, and the proportion of people living in largely
unregulated private rental housing and severe housing deprivation has correspondingly grown.
This has serious implications for health, social cohesion and the economy.In this chapter, I look



at historical patterns of housing and urban development, before focusing more closely on the
dramatic changes in tenure and building patterns over the last two decades and what we can do
about them.3 We need to look backwards to understand both the positive paths blazed and the
misguided policy choices made, before we can see the possible steps we can take going
forward.Earlier patterns of building and housing tenureEarly European settlers to Aotearoa were
amazed at the impressive quality of ornately carved Māori meeting houses and the orderliness
of kāinga or villages.4 But as with many settler societies, housing shortages were an early
feature of the expanding New Zealand colonial society. The initial reliance of settlers on Māori
building techniques – for example, using raupō reeds in house construction – was widespread.5
These raupō houses were more affordable and resilient in earthquakes than the stone buildings
the British military and settlers initially tried, but were largely abandoned after the 1848
Wellington earthquake, when some spectacular fires spread through them.These original
makeshift arrangements were later replaced by small timber dwellings and, later still, by housing
styles that contained separate living and sleeping quarters that gave a clearer indication of the
occupants’ income and status.6 Curiously, most houses faced south, as though they were still in
the Northern Hemisphere, waiting for the swallows to return from the southern Mediterranean.
Yet an early settler referred to a version of the old proverb: ‘Where the sun enters, the doctor
does not.’7Indeed, pockets of dark, crowded housing and lack of sewers in the cities led to
outbreaks of typhoid, smallpox, tuberculosis and other infectious diseases in the nineteenth
century.8 But it was the real threat of bubonic plague at the turn of the twentieth century that
concentrated the minds of public health doctors, Māori reformers and government.9As part of its
social reform programme at that time, the Liberal Government experimented with various
housing policies. After failing to maintain wage improvements, there was pressure on the
government from labour organisations to enter directly into the public housing market.10 The
Workers’ Dwellings Act 1905 enabled the Minister of Labour to acquire Crown land in four of the
main urban centres. This land was appropriated under the Land for Settlements Consolidation
Act 1900 to allow the building of thirty-four different designs for five-bedroom workers’ dwellings.
The dwellings could be rented weekly, leased for fifty years or leased-to-buy to those who met
the criterion of worker, and were supposed to undercut private landlords. Many of these houses
are still in service, but the policy floundered because the programme was expected to be self-
supporting and rents were too high for the workers to whom they were marketed. In practice, the
requirements excluded short-term leases and thus casual labourers. The policy was also
criticised for excluding the plight of landless Māori.11 In Petone, near Wellington, the
combination of rents, the tram fare to the local railway station and then the train fare to the city
was too costly for prospective tenants who worked in the city.12The Liberal government housing
in Coromandel Street in Newtown, Wellington, which was much closer to most tenants’ work
than the Petone houses, was considered very desirable. Interestingly, the 1913 Waterfront Strike
– a dispute between Wellington shipwrights and the Union Steam Ship Company – began when
workers argued that the company should either pay them for travelling time, or provide them with



transport to new workshops at Evans Bay, which was some distance from where most of them
lived.13The Liberal Government then tried another policy to make housing more affordable for
workers. In 1894, the government had passed the Government Advances to Settlers Act, which
meant that for the first time the state became a money lender.14 These first mortgages were
initially only rural loans, available at lower rates than those provided by private financiers, but
under the Government Advances to Workers Act 1906, a ‘moral and deserving worker’ could
borrow from the government to buy a section and build his, or nominally her, own house of
wood, brick, stone or concrete.15 These loans were generous and designed to provide low-cost
housing in order to maintain a stable and happy workforce, but they were again out of reach of
those on the lowest incomes. In what was to become a recurrent pattern, a conservative Reform
government that was elected in 1912 sold the rental housing stock and later discontinued the
mortgage subsidy.16 By 1919, when the scheme was replaced, only 657 houses had been
built.17Similar programmes had been made possible under the Municipal Corporation Act of
1900 ‘to provide, to repair and to furnish dwellings and to provide as much as three acres of land
for a given worker’, but little had eventuated. By 1911, the first wave of urbanisation meant that
most people lived in towns rather than rural areas, but councils, which flirted with building
houses for rental, soon abandoned their efforts, as again tenants could not afford the rents.
These policies all raised a similar policy question: were the public benefits of housing subsidies
worth, as the Premier Richard Seddon put it, the ‘collateral advantages which more than make
up for the monetary loss’.18Servicemen returning from the First World War found a worsening
housing shortage in the cities, and a number of further innovative solutions were tried to address
the problem. A 1923 amendment to the State Advances Act, which allowed workers to borrow 95
per cent of the cost of a home, led to a speculative frenzy for building in the new suburbs that
were now served by public transport.19Another approach was also taken in the 1920s, this time
by the Railways Department. To house its workers in the North Island, the department became
New Zealand’s largest house-builder and landlord.20 It established a sawmill and kitset house
factory at Frankton Junction in Hamilton and, using rimu and mataī timber from its own central
North Island forests, built and transported more than 1,400 homes to railway settlements
designed as garden suburbs, until timber companies convinced the government that private
enterprise could build workers’ homes more cheaply.But the Great Depression brought all new
building to a standstill. In 1935, in an effort to jumpstart the economy, Gordon Coates, the
Minister of Finance in the Coalition Government, established the Mortgage Corporation of New
Zealand to take over the role of State Advances and issue low-interest loans; the government
retained a half share.21Before it was possible to judge the effectiveness of this policy, the newly
elected First Labour Government of 1935 put the highest priority on solving the acute shortage
of housing, both for purchase and rent. It nationalised the Mortgage Corporation and advanced
low-rate, long-term mortgages of up to 85 per cent on both urban and suburban houses, as well
as farm properties. The Reserve Bank, which was now also operated by the government,
financed the building of ‘state houses’ for renting in small garden suburbs and sometimes whole



new suburban towns. Considerable effort was made to incorporate local schools, public spaces,
and amenities such as shops and libraries. The government went into partnership with Fletchers
and several other companies to build the houses under the Housing Act of 1936, on the basis
that high-quality housing was a right of citizenship. There were over 100 different modular
designs; they were well built, there were thousands of them, and they were erected quickly.22
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