     07/05/2007                                                                      Small FAIR Investigation


Small survey at volunteer colleges into rent rises and how rent breakdowns are worked out
In Lent 2007, an investigation was done into (1) rent rises and (2) how rent is calculated at a few volunteer colleges, with the hopes that the information worked out would be useful for all colleges, by Ashley Aarons, a member of FAIR (the CUSU campaign, ‘fighting against increased rent.’) The volunteer colleges were: Caius, Lucy Cavendish, Magdalene and Robinson (thanks very much)

This was only a small investigation, and hence this document is very small and thoughts are not carried far with it, perhaps to be used as the basis for further investigations.
The questions asked were
“1/ what is your colleges rent rise percentage the previous year (2005-6) to this year, and this year to the next (2007-8)? More importantly, what is this figure based on? Is it part of a longstanding agreement? Do you expect this agreement to last into the further future?

2/ Are your college rents worked out economically, i.e. by the bursar adding up all the costs of rent and charging an equivalent figure? Do you have a breakdown of these rent costs? If yes, do you find it useful? How so? How did you get it from your college? What arguments did you use? If not, what happens if you ask the college for a break down? And if you ask them a second time? Do you believe such a break down exists but your college authorities just won’t show it to you?”
The answers were:

1/ Rent rises averaged 7.5% 2005-6 at the colleges (with a range of Magdalene 5.5% and Robinson 11 %.)

1. For 2006-7, the average were 8%
2. All 4 colleges gave different reasons for the rise, with Caius making reference to inflation, Lucy Cavendish saying they wanted to be at the median of colleges, Robinson reflecting higher energy costs, and Magdalene unclear, but the likelihood being that they were based on rising economic rent cost. The suggestion was generally that rents were going up in line with the rooms costing the college more.

3. Most of the colleges sated that the rise was not part of a long-agreement/ it wasn’t clear what would happen in the future.

Suggestion from the author: Rents are going up across colleges, as they always do, and the average rate is about 7/8%, with a lot of variety in colleges. Perhaps then an acceptable rent increase figure for a college student union could be 5/6%- this reflects the growing costs a college faces. However (i) it is expected that energy price rises will stop next year, so this should go down (ii) this figure is perhaps acceptable from an economic point of view- there are also implications for access, welfare….which should be considered.

2/ Of the 4 colleges, only Caius were given a full economic rent breakdown, which they got simply by asking. However at other colleges it was different. Lucy Cavendish claimed not to have such figures, as did Robinson, while Magdalene just kept the student officer waiting. 

1. However it had been suggested that at Magdalene and Robinson rents were economic, so it was surprising the college didn’t have such figures.

2. It was suggested, as well, that economic rent might be higher than rents as worked out through other formulas. As such is it good or bad to encourage colleges to look at economic rent?

Suggestion from the author: That you find out how rents are calculated at your college, and if they are by economic rent, insist that you see a copy of how this is calculated.
