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Report on Robinson-Style Rents

Preamble

This report is written by Jacob Bard-Rosenberg, working as a member of CUSU Fight Against Increased Rents, and as a student at Robinson College who has, for the last two years argued as strongly as possibly against the new system of rents.

What is the system?

Robinson-Style Rents refers to a system of rents, first introduced in Robinson College for academic year 2005/06. Within this system students pay the same amount of rent for all three years of their degree.

How does the system work?

Under Robinson-style rents system students pay the same amount of rent for each year. This means that, with inflation, they are said to pay slightly over the odds in their first year, about ‘market rate’ at their second year, and then less than what they would normally have to pay in their third year. Each year-group pays a different level of rent, so the same room in the same year may cost students very different sums depending on how far they are through their degrees. There are still different bands of room (four in the case of Robinson), but these are different for each year group, so in effect there are three times more rent bands, but with only a third available for each year-group.

Such a system relies on the people setting the rent amount having an accurate projection of inflation over three years. In terms of tracking the level of inflation between rooms one must look at comparative prices in the second year. For example, if the year-group admitted in 2009 pays £3000 per year, and the year-group admitted in 2010 pays £3300, then the inflationary rate predicted by the bursar between 2010 and 2011 is 10%, There is no doubt that if such a system is carried off successfully (that is, that rents are tied to some kind of market rate, and the projection of inflation is entirely accurate) then there is ultimately no difference between this system and one in which rents are negotiated each year with regards to an accurate account of inflation, and a reasonable market rate. As a result, one must question what benefits the college has to gain by introducing such as system.

How is the system implemented?

Many colleges will expect some kind of resistance to this system. If students believe they will be in a worse position once the new system is established (and in most cases they will be), then the college will have to give adequate reasons for the students to accept it. In the case of Robinson, the students already in college were ‘bought off’ in that they were told that their rents would be frozen (just like all rents are frozen under the new system) for the remainder of their degrees. This means that the students already matriculated would not have to pay inflation on rents for the rest of their time in college. This sort of deal making puts students unions in a particularly complex situation, in that they are given the choice between representing their membership (by accepting the change), and defending their future membership. We have to be brutally honest that bursars are both capitalists and opportunists. As the old saying goes “you don’t get something for nothing”.

             Most JCR and MCR presidents would jump at the chance of frozen rents for all of the students in college, but when this means grossly inflated rents for new students, any offers need to be thought through very carefully. Colleges have picked up cleverly on two ways in which they can abuse the fact that JCRs and MCRs are essentially protective pressure groups (organisations defending a very specific set of people). They know that the structures in place mean that the organisations are far more likely only to defend their current members, and that in the negotiation of rents for future years, current students are generally unlikely to concern themselves so vigilantly with rent prices that don’t affect themselves. 
What is an “Accommodation Charge”?

At the time when these changes were made to the Robinson rents, the college simultaneously rationalised the money that was paid by students to college into the form of an Accommodation Charge. Previously students had seen the breakdown of what they were paying (rents, electricity, kitchen fixed charge, network). After the change in rents systems, this transparency was lost.  A likely reason for this is that it would be very difficult for the college to justify massive increases in prices of elements such as electricity, because the price has gone up in the space of a year for all students, but they can only charge more for the incoming year to cover their costs.
             In the change to an Accommodation Charge, students also lost the ability to campaign on the price of certain elements of their bill. The most notable example is Kitchen Fixed Charge, which was always high at Robinson. It is also now possible for the College to make students pay for whatever they like without having to justify it on a college bill. It often seems difficult to imagine the Robinson system without the Accommodation Charge, simply because if the rent breakdowns still existed, they’d have to admit that what they were charging bore very little relation to real costs. That being said, I can imagine a college applying the Robinson-style rents system just to rents, and using the extra money to subsidise other costs.
             The one good feature of the Accommodation Charge is that students know exactly how much they’ll be paying during the entirety of their time in college, and there are no hidden extras. That being said, this does little to counteract the lack of transparency, and the fact that this lack of transparency can be so easily exploited to overcharge students.

What are the problems with the system?

The main problem with the system is this lack of ability to negotiate.  In Robinson this has been codified to a point at which there is no longer any means to negotiate, and with the price increase of some rooms representing an 11% rise in one year, this situation is extremely worrying. Such rent increases can easily lead to a sense of animosity from new students towards their JCR (when in fact the college and bursars are to blame). There is no doubt that these changes pose a challenge to the cohesiveness of any student community. If students in the college feel that they are paying too much for their rooms, then they have no means by which to express this, or have it changed.

             There is no level of disinterestedness in the “projections of inflation”, with bursars being able to charge as much as they like, often claiming that it is a matter of cost to the college. Robinson JCR is not even able to point out that three-year projections of inflation, not least in property, are necessarily unreliable. As mentioned above, there remains little impetus for current students to campaign on behalf of people who aren’t even members of the college yet. This is very different to the situations of third years in the context of normal rent negotiation (in which they are economically disinterested but socially interested as they personally know the people who rent hikes will effect).

             A further problem for this system is the lack of flexibility. The College guarantees an accommodation charge over three years, and the cost of providing accommodation changes every year, if for some reason the cost for the college increases unpredictably, the money to cover this will all have to be covered by the new intake (and will, as a result, be a markedly higher rent increase than if it was covered by an increase for all the years).

Dealing with “Cambridge Inflation”

There are many inflationary rates, depending on what type of commodity one is dealing with. It is, of course, unreasonable to demand that rent rises stick to the baseline rate given that property generally has a higher inflation than other commodities. Many bursars discuss the idea of “Cambridge Inflation”, which refers to a mean inflation of the assets (or debts) of the college and the inflationary costs on the service that the college provides. The actual process of deriving such a figure is extremely complex, and in most cases not seen as a matter for discussion between the college and JCRs or MCRs. Often it will be impossible to understand how this figure is derived (not least because CUSU and GU are refused representation on the Bursars Committee). We must be very wary that these figures are produced by people who have an interest in keeping them artificially high.  JCRs and MCRs must consistently fight for rents that are fair for their students, regardless of figures produced (whether it be systematically or arbitrarily) by colleges.

Should your college move to the Robinson-Style system?

I am in very little doubt that Robinson-Style rents are damaging not only to students, who may have to pay exorbitant prices for rooms and for student bodies as a whole. The entire system exists as a ploy to refuse the right to negotiation, and to make negotiations disinterested. If there were nothing to gain on the college’s part then they would not be arguing for the introduction of this system. The single positive element of the system, that students know how much they will be paying over the course of their degree, is in no way an equal trade-off for having no control over that cost. There is a strong argument that JCRs and MCRs should take what they should get, and of course the offer of frozen rents for those already matriculated is one that is difficult to turn down. That being said, if the college can afford to freeze rents and still have the new rents tied to a sensible level of inflation (rather than making future students pay for the sweetener to current students), then they should ultimately be able to afford it under the current rents system. If a rent-freeze is offered then this can be used to show that colleges are not tying the new system to realistic figures of inflation. Colleges will not take less money than possible without a very good reason.

Arguing with Bursars, and Arguing with Students

Arguing against the introduction of this system proved very difficult at Robinson in 2004/2005. This was primarily because certain elements of the JCR Committee believed it to be a very good idea. In opposing this system, there must be a two-pronged approach aimed both at students and at college authorities. If colleges are serious about the introduction of this system then they may well attempt to buy off the student body. This sort of behaviour has to be publicly exposed. This being said, they cannot buy off third years, and ultimately it may fall to third years to argue against these proposals. This is problematic in that third years tend to be busy and not particularly interested.
             There is a further argument that bursars will put, which is that JCRs and MCRs have no right to negotiate on these matters, The argument follows the idea that the people whose rents are up for discussion are not yet members of a JCR or MCR. This argument is hugely fallacious, and must be exposed as such. Students cannot pay rent to a college without being a member of a college, and under 1994 Education Act, all members of a college are to be represented by the JCR or MCR. The act of paying rent can thus only be made by members of JCRs or MCRs (and students who have disaffiliated from these bodies). Regardless of whether the negotiations involve students currently at the college they concern students who are represented by their JCR or MCR at the point at which the money changes hands. There can be no disconnection of paying rents and being a student.
             Bursars will always be difficult to argue with, and the least that can be done is to have policy on this type of system made by the JCR or MCR, so that widespread opposition can be shown, rather than it looking like an unfounded objection from the leadership. It needs to be explicitly stated over and over again that this is the business of JCRs and MCRs, both as a matter of student representation and of welfare. Colleges do essentially have a monopoly, with living out being quite difficult in Cambridge. They should not be allowed to exploit this, to make a quick buck, ignoring the consequences not least for access. 
