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  What’s your housing story?

  I’m making a book

  �20,000 on the housing wait list.  
And it’s getting worse. Anyway,  
why do you want my story?

  What’s the beginning?

  �We’re all on a journey

  �Some of us get a house,  
and some of us don’t.

  What about the end?
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  �I’ll tell you about books — they have  
a beginning, a middle and an end



   �I’ve heard that more and more seniors  
are experiencing homelessness.

   �People are living in cars,  
sleeping on friends’ sofas...
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  � �Kia ora. I’m David Cook.  
I’ve returned to my hometown  
to hear what fellow seniors are  
saying about the housing crisis.    



   ���What are social housing tenants saying about 
our housing crisis? I meet with tenants of  
Ōtautahi Community Housing Trust, the largest 
social housing provider in Christchurch.

  � �Have you looked at private market 
rentals? The cost is desperate! The 
average rent is 500 or 600 dollars!  
If you’re on a benefit there’s no chance  
to save, go out for a meal or anything.  

   �But we are lucky. Thank you for social 
housing! The other option is being homeless. 
We’re keeping the streets clear!

  � �And it’s too expensive to buy a house 
now. People are having to sell because 
you can’t afford a mortgage. 

  � �I know people who own eight or nine 
houses. Decent housing used to be a human 
right, but now it’s an investment thing. 
Landlords are creaming it.    �Look at our prime minister; he owned seven  

houses. He got caught out with his accommodation 
benefit! Poor guy… he needed it!

   �We hope the future housing 
stock will be there for the 
next generation. We are strong 
and determined to fight for an 
alternative. We’re not hiding.  
We’re making a stand. We’re ready 
for the protest gang. 

   �Chris Luxon and Chris Bishop, are you  
in the room? Here’s what we say to you: 
“We’ve seen so much social housing 
getting demolished and not replaced  
— we hope you don’t do the same”.
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   ���I’m welcomed into Whare Tiaki, a supportive living 
community for kaumātua. As the cook and her young 
daughter prepare kai in the kitchen, kaumātua share 
recent housing experiences. 

  � �Before coming to stay here, I lived in 
a boarding house with seven guys, one 
toilet, one shower. I had the shower and 
bathroom when they were all at work — 
that’s the only time I could get it. There 
was heavy foot traffic. It didn’t feel like 
home. And I paid a lot of money.    

  � �Yes, rent is far too expensive. When I was 
looking for a house, there was nothing under 
$500 a week. Eventually I overcame this by 
finding another Māori woman my age who also 
had whānau and wanted to share. So, me and my 
daughter, and her and her daughter all shared 
a four-bedroom house. That made it far easier 
for us, because we shared the rent.   

  � �From the traditional pathway we respond to the karanga 
of our tūpuna, who guided us here. We come here and 
celebrate who we are. From a te ao Māori perspective, 
we always acknowledge that the wellbeing of one is  
the wellbeing of many. And that wellbeing of many is  
the whānau, hapū and iwi. Ko au, ko koe, ko tātou. I am you, 
you are me, but we are many.   

  � �I came here when my husband died a  
few years ago. I was living upstairs in 
a two-bedroom unit, and it was too big 
for me. So, the doctor put me in here. 
For me, this place is whānau.  

  � �We feel at home here. Quite a few of 
us who come to live here haven’t been 
brought up with te ao Māori, because  
of colonisation. But when we have waiata,  
wānanga, a kai or a hāngī, something  
comes up from inside. There are tears.  
All these memories come back. Something  
is touched. It’s so beautiful.
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  � �We are many, and we have the power. That’s  
what those politicians forget. We put them in 
power. We vote for them. They need to listen 
to us. We deserve safe, comfortable places  
to live. They need to respect the people.    

  � �It’s about tino rangatiratanga, 
independence and determination. 
It’s about courage and keeping 
on fighting.    

  � �Let our voices be heard!    
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    �I visit Wesley Village, a community that provides 
affordable rentals for over 60s. At the centre  
of the village is a community room where we share  
housing stories around the table.  

   �I used to own a home, Until my marriage fell 
apart. My wife got the money, and I got the kids. 
So, I went into a renting situation with a very 
good landlord. But the earthquakes happened, 
and my landlord’s wife was so traumatised they 
went back to the UK.

   �Then, one day I was walking home, and I saw a sign on  
the fence: ‘FOR SALE’. It made me realise how vulnerable  
I was as a tenant. And it was a time when there were  
lots of construction workers in town; the rentals 
were incredibly high, and there was not much available. 

   �I was forced to make a hurried decision to find  
another place. I ended up in a place that had doors 
that wouldn’t shut properly as a consequence of the 
earthquakes. It was not the most desirable situation.  
I subsequently moved into a community living situation 
that I thought was going to be ideal, but it wasn’t. 
Luckily, I had a guardian angel who got me in here.    

   �My challenge was personal because my husband came 
here to die. As I sat here and watched him die, I came 
to the realisation that I didn’t want a house; I wanted 
a community. The most important thing to me is not the 
housing but the people I live with.   

   �I came here because my business collapsed, and I had  
to sell my house and everything to recover. I was  
supposed to go back overseas to work, but that all got 
cancelled. So, I was here with no financial resources. 
Nothing. I was surviving mostly by house sitting...   

   �...Then covid hit, the house sitting dried up, and I was 
without a place. I ended up sleeping on a sofa at my 
father’s place, but I couldn’t stay long term because of 
the regulations. Then I struck it lucky; I was told there 
was a studio apartment empty at the village. Now I have  
my own place and my own privacy. And I have a community.

   �But out there in the world you could be in an 
anonymous street, in a ‘ticky-tacky ’ house with  
a letterbox, not connected to anybody.   
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   �Once we were the ‘Garden City’, but now 
we’re a city of closed-in buildings, 
padlocked gates and six-foot fences.  
It doesn’t have to be like that! 

   �Surely the way we live has got something to 
do with mental health. It’s all interconnected. 
So, if you’re building housing why not design 
it beautifully, in a way that’s creating social 
environments? Where people are noticing  
each other, interacting, and as a result,  
caring for each other.    

   �Somehow, we’ve lost that 
old village mentality where 
everybody knows everybody.
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   �I spent twenty years working in Dubai, where 
extended families are the norm, and they all 
live together. And the expats live in ‘compound’ 
developments. They have a big square with shared 
facilities in the middle. All the kids get to know 
one another, and the parents do too. 

   �When I came back to New Zealand I thought,  
“why aren’t we building in that compound style?” 
We could have studios, two-bedrooms and three-
bedrooms; with singles, families, elderly people 
living together. Then we’d get a properly mixed 
community without forcing it. And you’d get that 
communal space in the middle where people see 
each other and begin to interact, just like our 
community here at this village.

   �We need to wake up. Older people have a lot 
to offer too. I’ve seen places overseas where 
they combine student living within a village; 
students had free rent and participated in 
running the retirement village. And the students 
had elders as mentors. Seniors got a new  
lease of life, because they were helping.
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   �We need to put the ‘social’ back  
into social housing!

   �You can’t change a culture overnight, 
but you can legislate for better social 
interaction with the way we plan housing.

   �Hold on. Are we writing a manifesto  
for changing the world?

   I’m starting to think we should be! 
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   �At Peterborough Housing Cooperative three home owners 
greet me and lead me into their central courtyard garden 
and playground area. They explain how the fourteen 
surrounding houses are split between affordable rentals 
and ownership, with a shared community room. 

   �Someone else mows the lawn. Someone 
takes the rubbish bins out. And one day 
when I can’t drive, someone will take  
me to the library. These sort of things 
develop within a community like this. 

   �We all have our roles. These two ladies 
have got green thumbs. I’m one of the  
fix-it people, and I enjoy that. We have  
a guy here who just loves spreadsheets – 
imagine that, loving spreadsheets!
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   �We have babies and kids running around  
and coming in and out of my home.  
It’s bicultural, multicultural. We hear  
te reo being spoken. We have different 
kinds of families, single parents and  
single people. This is an elastic family. 

   �It’s not stratified like an apartment block, or  
a retirement village with all seniors. You put  
kaumātua and elders with lots of experience next 
to young people and see what happens. Lots of 
babysitting goes on! And the young people have 
skills that we’ll never have; they’re way above us, 
talking another language. 

   �When we planned these houses, the city council 
looked at the central green space and said,  
“you could fit another whole row of houses in  
the middle”. We said, “we don’t want another row 
of houses in the middle because we value the 
space and the interaction with each other”. 

   �It was hard work persuading the 
bureaucrats about our dream. There’s  
so many regulations to overcome!
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   �We need more imagination. When I walk  
around these streets, I see so many apartment 
blocks being built by the same developers. 
Same exterior model, same interior, being 
replicated over and over again. 

   �It’s like they are saying, “let’s maximise what  
we can with this piece of land and squeeze 
every bit of profit we can out of this”. 

   �I contacted the guy at the top and he said 
their brief was to provide maximum housing for 
Christchurch. Saving the trees was not part of 
the formula. Where did that brief come from?

   �The powers that create housing are 
corporates and property developers and 
government and local government. 
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   �But why don’t we get more community-led 
housing projects? The purpose of housing 
surely should be around people’s wellbeing. 
We need to bring communities together.  
We have really good ideas about what  
housing could be. 

   �Why couldn’t the council have a project 
group working in this area to support and 
grow co-housing communities?

   �Maybe It’s not within the realm of  
the imagination of bureaucrats. 

   �Yes, but our community is just 
trying to say, “Look, there is 
another way”.

32 33



34 35



36 37

If New Zealanders are to live well in their later 
years, they need access to safe, affordable homes. 
This is the foundation on which people are able 
to live in peace, security and dignity. But, for an 
increasing number of older New Zealanders, such 
a future is becoming unattainable.

Home ownership has long been the 
cornerstone of New Zealanders’ financial security 
in retirement. Indeed, state funded retirement 
income schemes such as the pension (introduced 
in 1898) and New Zealand Superannuation 
(introduced in 2001) have been based on an 
underlying assumption that those accessing this 
income would be mortgage-free homeowners. 
Retirement income in this country has never been 
intended to pay for the costs of a home. 

These days, however, more and more 
New Zealanders are reaching retirement age 
without owning their own home. The Retirement 
Commission1 estimates that by 2048, forty per 
cent of retirees will be renters. This amounts to 
about 600,000 people. 

This changing trend is creating a significant 
need for affordable homes among retirees.  
For Christchurch Methodist Mission (CMM), we 
see this in the ever-increasing number of older 
people seeking one of our affordable homes in 
CMM’s Wesley Village. 

Unless New Zealand’s approach to housing 
provision changes, this need will grow in the years 
to come as our population ages. 

Reliant on NZ Super 
NZ Super is currently the main source of income 
for the majority of New Zealanders in retirement 
age: about forty per cent have virtually no other 
income while a further twenty per cent have only  
a little more. 

But, as noted above, this income was never 
designed to cover the costs of renting or paying 
a mortgage. Not surprisingly, superannuitants 
in this situation are much more likely than their 
home-owning counterparts to be spending a lot of 
their Super income on housing. A recent Treasury 
analysis (requested by the Retirement Commission) 

found that a substantial proportion of this group 
is likely to be spending forty per cent or more of 
their Super on housing. When this is a person’s 
sole source of income, not owning a home creates 
considerable financial stress affecting their ability 
to afford food, heating or health care. 

A strong indicator of the level of housing 
insecurity among older people can be seen in the 
growing number on the Government’s Housing 
Register. It is not easy to get on the Register.  
To be eligible a person must be in serious housing 
distress and at risk of becoming homeless. 

In the five years to December 2024, the 
number of New Zealanders aged 65 years and 
over on the Register has more than doubled — a 
much greater percentage increase than for any 
other age group. The next biggest increase (by 
fifty per cent) was for those aged 55–64 years. 
And this won’t be telling the full story of housing 
insecurity among older people. Homelessness is 
often hidden in this group: people move in with 
family in overcrowded conditions, they couch-surf 
with friends, and in extreme circumstances, they 
live in cars or caravans. 

Housing options
In times past, the New Zealand state had a 
strong commitment to home ownership, and was 
heavily involved in building affordable homes for 
long term rent (state houses) and in providing 
support for people to purchase a home and pay 
off a mortgage within a working lifetime. Since 
the 1980s, however, the situation has changed. 
Housing provision is now generally governed 
by the market and the state is less involved in 
ensuring that affordable housing is available.

But market provision is failing many older 
people. For example, the business model 
governing for-profit retirement villages usually 
requires the key asset of a house that can be sold 

Homes for All 
Jane Higgins  
Christchurch Methodist Mission
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so that the proceeds can be used to purchase a 
licence to occupy unit in a village. Those without 
this asset are shut out. 

Additionally, private developers tend not  
to build the one-bedroom, accessible homes  
that many older people need. A sign of how 
difficult it can be to find an affordable one-
bedroom home can be found in the Housing 
Register: at the end of 2024, in approximately 
three quarters of our Territorial Authorities,  
over half of those (all ages) on the Register  
were seeking single bedroom homes. 

Currently, older people looking to rent or to 
buy within an affordable range have few options.

Housing equity
This lack of options particularly affects women  
on their own, and Māori and Pasifika people. Many 
in these groups are not home owners for reasons to 
do with the gender and ethnic pay gap, time spent 
caring for family/whānau members, and historical 
factors including colonisation and alienation from 
whenua that have created housing deprivation.

And yet there are models of housing provision 
that are much more responsive to the needs 
of older people than those currently seen in 
retirement villages and standard townhouses. 

Research on housing in Māori communities 
(undertaken for the Retirement Commission) 
argues for retirement provision that is ‘informed 
by mātauranga Māori and ensures tirohanga 
Māori, a Māori perspective.’ Papakāinga models 
of housing provision are an example of this. 

Tūrangawaewae is important. Having whenua 
to stand on, and the tools and resources 
to develop kāinga, papakāinga, a wisdom 
village is a key step towards rangatiratanga, 
independence for Māori. The opportunity to 
explore alternative housing options, in both 
rural and urban, ahi kaa and taurahere settings, 
where whānau can be closely connected and 
provide support for each other ensures the 
wealth of intergenerational living. A concept 
that was well exercised pre 1840.2

Similarly, recent work on Pasifika retirement 
observes that: 

Pacific families could welcome a similar 
framework [to the papakāinga model] such as 
a village setting where Pacific Matua homes are 
built close to families but close enough to live 
freely and independently, whilst enjoying their 
retirement years.3

Done well, affordable, appropriate housing within 
a village or community environment can help 
beyond simply providing shelter, crucial as that is. 
We know that older New Zealanders experiencing 
housing difficulties are likely to be less well than 
their home-owning counterparts. This comes 
from the combination of insecure tenure, poor 
living conditions, and lack of social integration 
into neighbourhoods because tenure is often 
short-term. These conditions can lead to poor 
mental health, lower quality of life, and greater 
likelihood of falls, all of which are major health  
and wellbeing issues.  

Affordable housing within an environment 
where neighbourly relationships can be 
developed and where people feel that they 
belong not only relieves financial vulnerability 
but also improves health, social connection and 
access to services. CMM’s Wesley Village, with 
over 70 affordable homes, a shared-living home 
for kaumātua Māori and a large community 
room encourages strong connections between 
neighbours and we see the benefits of this in the 
wellbeing of residents. 

If New Zealanders are to live comfortably 
and with dignity in their later years, regardless of 
their financial status, then the crisis of housing 
affordability must be addressed. The need is 
urgent, and will only grow if we continue along 
the current path of inadequate housing provision. 
And yet, solutions exist. They lie in the vision 
and experience of communities, in the work of 
researchers who gather and analyse community 
voices, and in the expertise of Community 
Housing Providers. Implementation requires a 
commitment from central and local government 
to collaborate with these groups in order to build 
decent housing for all.
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�If New Zealanders are  
to live comfortably and  
with dignity in their 
later years, regardless 
of their financial status, 
then the crisis of housing 
affordability must be 
addressed. The need  
is urgent.
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