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1. Introduction 

1.1. The New Zealand Council of Trade Unions – Te Kauae Kaimahi 

(CTU) is the internationally recognised trade union body in New 

Zealand. The CTU represents 39 affiliated trade unions with a 

membership of over 350,000 workers. 

1.2. The CTU acknowledges Te Tiriti o Waitangi as the founding document 

of Aotearoa New Zealand and formally acknowledges this through Te 

Runanga o Nga Kaimahi Māori o Aotearoa (Te Runanga) the Māori 

arm of Te Kauae Kaimahi (CTU), which represents approximately 

60,000 workers. 

1.3. The CTU believes that the Housing Affordability Issues Paper has 

failed to recognise the importance of housing as a fundamental 

human right. Subsequently it has adopted a framework that ignores 

the role of public/social housing and is overly preoccupied with so-

called “market forces”. As a result the Issues Paper poses a number 

of questions that are either irrelevant or unhelpfully pejorative. 

1.4. This submission will not respond to all 89 questions in the Issues 

Paper. Instead it will largely focus on the first three questions, namely:  

 How should the Commission think about the concept of housing 

affordability – its meaning and measurement? Should the 

Commission focus its work on affordability as it impacts on lower 

income households or should the focus be broader and examine 

the market as a whole? 

 Does this stylised framework capture all the important 

determinants of housing affordability? Are there others that are 

important? 

 Is there a more appropriate framework for examining the housing 

market and issues of affordability? 
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2. How should the Commission think about housing affordability? 

2.1. The synthesis of the Issuing Ministers’ Terms of Reference into three 

questions has significantly narrowed the focus of the Issues Paper.   

2.2. First, “all components of the cost and price of housing” has been 

reduced to demand and supply. This narrow free-market perspective 

limits the scope to factors that can be expressed in a current market 

price and does not consider the validity of the assumptions upon 

which a free-market model is based. 

2.3. Secondly, following from the first change, any mechanisms for 

effecting housing affordability have been reduced to “making the 

housing market work better”. 

2.4. Lastly, assessing the feasibility and implications of reducing or 

removing impediments to home ownership has been reduced to 

asking how impediments to home ownership can be removed. While 

there are some spill-over benefits from home ownership, there are 

also costs. Equally, a consideration of “renting versus owning” should 

be made in the context of the broader question about access to 

housing. 

3. Does the Commission’s framework capture the important 

determinants of housing affordability? 

3.1. Even within the Commission’s distinctly limited framework there 

appear to be at least three significant omissions. 

3.2. First is the nature of the existing housing stock. The question of 

whether it is generally “fit for purpose” will be significant even in the 

Commission’s limited free-market approach. But, more broadly, if 

housing is not up to scratch, its affordability is only a secondary issue. 

3.3. Second is the existence of public housing within the total housing 

stock. Of course public housing will have an impact on “the market”. 
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But, more generally, public housing is highly relevant in terms of 

assessing whether New Zealanders have access to appropriate and 

affordable housing. 

3.4. A third omission is collectively-owned housing or housing on 

collectively owned Māori land. 

4. Is there a more appropriate framework for examining issues of 

affordability? 

4.1. Given the stated purpose of the Productivity Commission – providing 

advice improving productivity in a way that is directed to supporting 

the overall well-being of New Zealanders [emphasis added] – it is 

relevant to note the Treasury’s recent work on a Living Standards 

Framework. In that Framework, Treasury recognise that a narrow 

material definition of wellbeing is not sufficient and that living 

standards are determined by a wide range of material and non-

material factors. 

4.2. In this context, there is an obvious question whether market price is a 

meaningful measure. The Productivity Commission’s narrow focus on 

supply, demand and market price appears out of step. 

4.3. The CTU believes a more appropriate starting point for examining 

housing affordability is a human rights framework. 

4.4. Article 25 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights states, “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate 

for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including 

food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social 

services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, 

sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in 

circumstances beyond his control”.1 

4.5. Market equilibrium of “supply” and “demand” does not guarantee a 

right to a universal standard of housing.  
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4.6. The affordability of housing is not an end in itself. Rather affordability 

is a proxy for the extent to which New Zealanders can exercise their 

right to housing that is adequate for their “health and well-being”. The 

relevant issue is not – relatively speaking – the current equilibrium 

price in the housing market. It is that if housing in New Zealand is not 

affordable then we are denying people a fundamental human right. 

4.7. Even adopting a narrow productivity lens, the Commission appears to 

be taking a one-dimensional view of housing’s productivity 

implications. A well-housed population is a more productive 

population. Of particular importance are the health and social benefits 

derived from adequate accommodation. Recent initiatives to promote 

home insulation have been, at least in part, driven by this. But they 

have also been driven by the productive potential for energy efficiency 

gains. Again, this does to appear to be on the Commission’s horizon. 

4.8. Lastly, it is worth re-emphasising that housing affordability is a 

relationship between the cost of housing and income. Putting to one 

side the cost of housing, there is a fundamental issue in New Zealand 

with low wages. Wages have not kept pace with improvements in 

labour productivity and they continue to slip further and further behind 

wages in Australia. 

5. Other questions in brief 

5.1. With regard to the section on performance of the building and 

construction industry, and Questions 54 to 61, there are longstanding 

and continuing problems regarding sufficient industry training for the 

sector and recognition in wages of the qualifications obtained. The 

provision of sufficient skills to the industry (and their leakage to 

Australia and elsewhere) is a significant productivity issue. A related 

matter is productivity in the workplace, including improving 

management skills and involvement of employees in improving work 

practices. 
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5.2. In relation to Question 82, household debt levels are a significant 

concern. It would be valuable to commission research on the 

distribution of debt by income level to both allow better targeting of 

government action and gain a better understanding of systemic risks 

due to household debt levels. 

5.3. In relation to questions on rental accommodation, many people will 

continue to prefer to own a house. However, for many people – 

particularly low-income people – renting is either a preference or the 

only option. Consideration needs to be given to improving the 

conditions of tenancies to give tenants greater security of occupation 

and certainty in rent levels. Encouraging renting may also have 

benefits for New Zealand’s saving and investment patterns. 

5.4. Regarding Question 87, the CTU believes the Accommodation 

Supplement serves as a subsidy to landlords and does not make 

housing more affordable – perhaps the reverse for those not eligible 

for the Supplement. It would be better to increase supply through the 

increased provision of state, local government or community housing, 

and to ensure that supply of owner-occupied new housing meets 

demand.   

6. The submission process 

6.1. The Issues Paper states, “Submissions will be used to gauge the 

position and preferences of relevant stakeholders with regards to 

aspects of the inquiry”. It is unclear to the NZCTU what this means. 

Most of the questions do not directly ask respondents to give their 

preference. Equally it is unclear what will define a stakeholder as 

relevant. If the primary purpose of the submission process is to 

“gauge position”, there is an implication that submissions will have no 

direct impact on what the Commission considers in its draft report. 
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7. Conclusion 

7.1. The CTU does not believe that the Productivity Commission’s 

approach to housing affordability is broad enough. In adopting a 

narrow focus on “market” interactions, it is excluding a number of 

significant options. It is also losing sight of the bigger issue about 

appropriate access to housing as a basic right that has a broad impact 

on wellbeing and the economy. 

8. Appendix A – The NZCTU Alternative Economic Strategy: 

Housing 

8.1. In 2009 the CTU published an Alternative Economic Strategy to 

provide a coherent alternative to current policy principles and 

institutional structures that will improve the position of working people 

when current economic policies and principles have demonstrably 

failed. The following is taken from the chapter on Housing.  

8.2. Housing is an essential part of our standard of living, a critical factor 

for people’s health, and a central issue in New Zealand’s lack of 

funding for productive investment. We need to assure people of 

access long term to low cost, quality housing while encouraging 

savings to be invested in other areas. The tax policies we propose will 

help. The following are addressed specifically at housing needs. 

8.3. Housing is a complex issue, touching on almost every aspect of 

society from town planning to transport, and from cultural attitudes to 

building codes. There are no simple answers. We should therefore 

conduct a strategic assessment of major housing need in order to 

create a National Housing Strategy and within that strategy, support 

development of quality lower cost housing and assist those wishing to 

rent by: 

 Expanding Housing New Zealand Corporation’s (HNZC’s) 

available housing stock by 20 percent; 
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 Developing local strategies between national and local government 

and HNZC to respond to housing bottlenecks in key areas such as 

Auckland, Queenstown, and the north of the South Island; 

 Reviewing potential land for housing within metropolitan urban 

limits, some of which may have been deliberately withheld from 

development (“landbanked”) to raise its price in the medium or 

long term, with a view to requiring the development of some or all 

of that land to meet local affordability challenges; 

 Encouraging “inclusionary zoning” that requires developers to 

make provision for affordable housing in developments, or levies 

developers where they do not wish to do so, to provide a fund for 

affordable housing; 

 Requiring each local council to insist on a quota of affordable 

houses in its area, some of which it provides directly; 

 Supporting high density development in urban areas; 

 Reforming tenancy laws to give greater security to tenants; 

 Sponsoring designs for low cost, green and healthy owner-

occupied housing; 

 Expanding the Healthy Housing programme and assessing all new 

housing initiatives on the basis of their health and environmental 

impacts; 

 HNZC housing stock reflecting changing demographic patterns in 

New Zealand, providing low cost communal housing that better 

reflects the multi-cultural needs of its tenants; 

 Enforcing current rules taxing capital gains made by property 

speculators to discourage housing price bubbles; 

 Capital gains or asset taxes; 

 Ensuring that there are sufficient skilled workers available to build 

and maintain housing through a higher level of investment in 

industry training in this sector as it comes out of recession. 

8.4. Increase affordability of housing by: 
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 Phasing out accommodation supplements (worth over $1 billion a 

year), which effectively act as a landlord subsidy and thus 

encourage higher rents, in favour of assistance with home loans 

for low income families and public rental and third sector housing 

programmes; 

 Subsidising home lending in tailored programmes for targeted 

groups including low income households, key workers whose 

recruitment and retention is affected by housing difficulties, 

women, Māori, Pacific people and other financially disadvantaged 

groups. Each may benefit from a different programme; 

 Greater support for housing on Māori land by lowering individual 

income requirements and considering assistance for community 

housing initiatives; 

 Expanding shared equity schemes in which the government or a 

private entity takes a share in the house which is returned as a 

proportion of the sale price when the house is sold; 

 Improving the subsidies for KiwiSaver withdrawals for home 

purchase; 

 Restricting sales of residential property to permanent residents 

and New Zealand citizens only; 

 During downturns in the construction industry, consider providing 

low interest funding through the Reserve Bank for new housing 

conforming with green and good health conditions (insulation, 

heating standards etc) through: 

o Banks on condition of pass on of interest rates; 

o Housing New Zealand for state housing; 

o Local government for low cost rental housing. 

                                                           

1
 http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ (Accessed Tuesday 26 July 2011) 
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