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King’s College Rent Negotiation – A Brief History

by Edward Eccles

Attached is the document which, in the words of the fellow who chaired the working party, summarises the history of King’s rent increases over the last five years. This report intends to bring out and highlight some of the more interesting aspects of the plans.

The rent increases are not based in any way on a break-down of expenses, which were judged to be, the final analysis, totally arbitrary and a cause of dissatisfaction to groups in the college. The route the argument took can be summarised briefly: It is wrong to expect students to pay market rents, and in any case no market figures represent the peculiar nature of student accommodation. To blanket charge students for the cost of their rooms would be equally short-sighted as maintenance alone often approaches the current revenue of student rooms, which are old and expensive to run. At the same time, a significant portion of fellows, bursars etc feel that students cannot expect their accommodation to be totally subsidised as the college’s cash flow is finite and demands are many, especially in education. 

The decision was therefore made in 2003 to make use of comparative data, placing the college’s rent in the middle of a group of comparator universities, the makeup of which was drawn from a 1999 survey of universities King’s applicants also apply to (this is the reason for the absence of Oxford colleges from the list). A recent NUS survey has suggested that in fact these universities are amongst the most expensive universities in the country, but the decision to base rents on access is at least an interesting one. Whether it is ideologically sound to increase rents without specific justifications is another matter. 
One advantage of the five-year plan is that it has committed King’s to a policy; rents have been increasing dramatically, but there is a perceivable cut-off point. Once our rents are in line with the comparator universities it will be harder for the college to justify rent increases which are not reflected across a broad sector of the UK’s student population. This is a significant boost to our students’ position during negotiations. In fact, rent increases this year were supposed to drop significantly as part of the levelling off process; that they have not can be put down partly to the drastic increases in energy prices for institutions of our size.

The working party submitted its planned increases to the College Council each year for ratification, taking account of yearly changes in such variables as RPI. Significantly, it was only at the Council that the bursar’s input was officially sought – he was not a part of the working party. The feeling was that rents were a problem for the society of the college as a whole, and should be worked out by a cross-section of the community. To be sure, the need to ‘balance the books’ and the idea of rents as a source of revenue were never completely excluded from negotiations but importantly they were never allowed to dominate discussions. The bursar’s voice, as it were, was just one of many. 

King’s rent increases have been determined through a comparative study, and in this the college is rather unique in Cambridge. Our relative position in rent costs in the University has hardly changed, however, although we have consciously committed ourselves to bringing our rents in line with other universities and have formed our increases in very different ways. The intra-Cambridge data is not available to students (I believe) but I was told by the chair of the Committee that we have risen only two places from the twelfth most expensive to the tenth. 
Another aspect of our rents policy which is worth commenting on is that King’s guarantees cheap accommodation to those who request it. The college will either furnish you with a band 1-3 room or, if they have all run out, allow you to pay only band 3 prices for whatever room is available. This makes tying rent increases in bands 4-6 to ensuite rent increases elsewhere much more palatable, as it ensures that students will never have to suffer the costs of inflated prices if they are suffering from real financial difficulty.

This year the Working Party is reforming to determine policy for the next five years. Everything is theoretically up for debate, from the comparator universities chosen to the long-term aims of rent increases. One issue that will certainly have to be addressed is the issue of hidden costs. The same committee deals with the fixing of KFC but they were treated as separate issues in 2003. As you can see, no real effort was made to determine hidden costs in other universities either (such as internet charge). Although currently the undergraduates have only one representative on the party, it is possible that by the time the working party meets in Michaelmas 2007 to begin its deliberations we could even form a majority; fellows may be interested as it would allow discussions to proceed at a faster pace, because with more representatives at the table there would be less of a need to keep on referring back to the Exec and the student body, whilst it would allow students to have a very real say in the future of our rents. It is worth stressing here that King’s allows real, open negotiation over an extended period of time between students and fellows – more that can be said for many colleges.  

King’s is an interesting example of how rent negotiation can be conducted at Cambridge, and one which I believe serves broadly as a good example for other colleges. The level of student involvement is quite extraordinary, and the formation of policy for a number of years at a time means that increases seem less arbitrary than in other colleges and provide a convenient point of reference for students during negotiations. 
� The banding of rooms looks like a bell curve. It currently stands, going from band one to band six, at 18, 50, 74, 143, 60, 37. Band four and five are composed mainly of ensuite accommodation, whereas band six is found almost without exception in the huge old rooms of Bodley’s Court, which are not ensuite but are sets.





