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Introduction

This pack has been written with the express purpose of aiding JCR & MCR College Unions in their rents negotiations.

Negotiating on rent rises is an important role for student representatives which can significantly impact on the lives of Cambridge students. Due to the high rate of turnover and relatively low level of continuity between college student representatives, it was felt that more could be done to aid effective negotiations. As a result, CUSU have set up FAIR (Fighting Against Increased Rents) which has gone on to produce this Rents Negotiations Pack. This Pack aims to provide some information on the background and history to rents negotiations, as well as providing an outline of what to expect, highlighting key arguments. It is hoped that this Pack will aid you in your rents negotiations. It represents just the start of what CUSU can do to help you. If you have any questions, please get in touch – fair@cusu.cam.ac.uk
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What is FAIR & How Can It Help?

FAIR (Fighting Against Increased Rents) is an open committee that was set up by CUSU Council in May 2003 in response to concerns at the rising rent levels in Cambridge. FAIR's remit is to:

· Create a permanent rents and charges database, giving accurate and up to date rents information.

· Facilitate JCRs, MCRs and college student unions undertaking rents negotiations and rents campaigns.

· Provide support to JCRs, MCRs and college student unions that are rent striking.

· Campaign for a university-commissioned Independent Rents Watchdog with responsibility for monitoring college rents and charges, publishing rents data and advising college bursars.

Although FAIR is an open committee that anyone can attend (e.g. representatives from a college may want to attend whilst they are going through negotiations), there is also a Steering Committee that aims to oversee the overall strategy of FAIR and to ensure that FAIR is fulfilling its remit. The Steering Committee consists of a Chair, a Secretary, the CUSU President, the CUSU Access Officer and four other permanent members.

To date, FAIR has focused on supporting individual colleges in their rents negotiations and collating data and information that will be useful to colleges in rents negotiations. It has also aimed to raise awareness of the issue of rents in college open meetings and special meetings and has pushed for student representation on the Bursars' Committee.  

The Rents Negotiation Pack is just one way in which FAIR can support colleges in their negotiations. Any member of the committee will be prepared to help JCRs, MCRs and student unions during rents negotiations, whether it is looking over college accounts, offering ideas on running campaigns or providing data about comparability with other colleges or universities. Recently, members of FAIR have assisted college student unions in reviews and negotiations on many aspects of student charges, including: rents, bursaries, catering, and network charges.

Members of FAIR 2006:
Mark Ferguson, CUSU President (Chair)

Alice Felstead, Sidney Sussex

Luke Pickering, CUSU Access Officer

Liana Wood, CUSU HE Funding Officer

Elections to the FAIR Committee will take place at CUSU Council on the 1st November, In the Vivien Stewart Room, New Hall, at 7.15. For more information   e-mail on fair@cusu.cam.ac.uk or president@cusu.cam.ac.uk.

Rents in Cambridge: A Brief History

Until 1997, Cambridge and Oxford were given generous additional public funding on a per student basis in the form of the 'College Fee'. This additional funding was to support the more extensive supervision system in both universities; however it is unclear whether the funds from the college fee went specifically towards the costs of teaching. As a result, the income in the form of the Oxbridge college fee was reflected in low costs of living for students and staff and gave colleges financial security, which might arguably have led to a certain degree of financial mismanagement.

In 1997, the Government decided that the College Fee should be reduced, dramatically limiting the income of Oxbridge Colleges. The fee is being reduced over ten years, giving colleges time to improve their financial situations, expecting them to make savings rather than to increase charges. In line with this reduction in the college fee, the Government produced guidelines to colleges, instructing them that taxpayers’ money should not be used to subsidise student living costs. This extends to college room rents and dining/catering charges.

As a result of this decision by the Government, the colleges needed to respond to assure their financial security. During 1997, the Bursars’ Committee in Cambridge (consisting of the Senior & Domestic Bursars from every college) met to consider what action to take. They produced a report, which outlined a 7-year strategy, and recommended rent rises of approximately 40%. Some college Bursars decided to phase this in gradually, whilst others felt the need to implement the rent rises immediately. This led to uproar amongst the student body, precipitating rent strikes in a number of colleges. As a result of the large scale of the protests, college Bursars and student representatives agreed to annual negotiations to agree on rent levels. Ever since, college JCRs, MCRs and student unions have been engaged in a regular cycle of rents negotiations to protect their members from unreasonable rent rises.

Negotiations

Structure

In most colleges, the annual process of rent negotiations starts with a series of informal meetings between student representatives and the college Bursar where the Bursar’s draft proposals are discussed. These meetings represent a valuable resource for you to accumulate as much information and knowledge as you can about the college’s financial situation and about the character of your Bursar. It is thoroughly recommended that you try to establish a rapport with your Bursar, as this could prove invaluable when the rent proposals come to your College Council/Governing Body.

Meetings with your Bursar are likely to be followed by one or more meetings of the college’s finance committee/working group which will include college fellows, student representatives and the Bursar. This will be a more formal set of meetings, and represents a good opportunity to present a detailed case to college, based on discussions with your Bursar and with members of FAIR.

Finally, it is expected that the outcome of these meetings would be presented to your College Council/Governing Body who will discuss the proposals further before voting. If so far negotiations have not been successful, then this can be a good, final opportunity to put your point across as well as suggesting a potential compromise which you know may get support from some of your allies (e.g. accepting the rent rises but requesting for a joint college-student working party to be set up to investigate losses in the college kitchens). When it comes to negotiations at this stage, the degree of success depends on the strength and the nature of your relationship with various senior members of your college. This is something that you are most able to assess and judge.

The above is just an outline based on the occurrences at a number of colleges and it may be different for you. Before you embark on any level of rents negotiations it is important to gain an understanding of the structure and the way in which discussions will progress at your college. Be sure that you also look for, and make, distinctions between informal understandings and agreed commitments. That way, your college won’t mistake a polite nod when listening for an agreement to 10% rent rises!

Aim

Once you have an understanding of the negotiations process, it is worth reflecting on the precise aims of a rents negotiation. In effect, your Bursar will present you with a set of numbers alongside some explanations and reasons. You then have to judge whether this rent increase is acceptable and fair to your students. Within the context of your college, this may be a hard judgement to make.

The key to deciding whether your Bursar’s proposals are fair is to use comparability. An assessment of rent levels at other colleges and the effect of other negotiations can help guide your thinking over whether the proposals in your college are a good deal. To achieve this comparability it may be helpful to follow these steps:

· It is important to know where you and your college see rents going in the future. It can be useful to have a look at the big picture, and to consider how what was negotiated in the past impacts on your negotiations and how your negotiations will constrain or advantage those who will negotiate after you.
· It is important to have in place a definite idea of what you want to get out of the negotiations. Aim for something that you can imagine achieving, but don't start with too many concessions. The College could well initially suggest a rent rise that they wouldn't realistically expect to be accepted. There is no reason why you shouldn't put forward your preferred rent rise (although asking for no rent rises at all probably won't get you far!) Try and aim for a 'win-win' situation, an aim that will suit both the students and College.

· Contact FAIR (fair@cusu.cam.ac.uk) and ask for information on other colleges. CUSU keeps track of a large amount of college-specific information on rents, KFC, network charges etc. and this can prove helpful for making comparisons. CUSU also has a set of information on national student rent levels including regional breakdowns

.
· Get to know the background of rents negotiations in your college, in particular details of the last 'deal' made. Were promises made then that are now being broken? What lessons can be learnt from the last set of negotiations? If you are lucky, the last set of people to go through rents negotiations may have documented the negotiations or may still be in the college and can tell you what happened. If you are not so lucky, try and find out from other sources (CUSU, other students, your Bursar, friendly fellows etc.) what agreements were reached and through what process.
· When you have started to build up a picture of how fair your Bursar’s proposals are, and what your explicit goals are going to be, come along to a meeting of FAIR (Thursdays, 5.30pm, the University Centre – Mill Lane) to talk through your ideas and bounce them off others.
Following these rough steps will give you a good start to a well-informed, achievable rents negotiation. We’ll now take a more detailed look at preparations that you can do.

Preparation

Getting a Team Together

Decisions on rent rises will probably take place in committees where student representation is already established, and it will be these student representatives who will be heavily involved in negotiations. For example, this will probably be the JCR president or the College Council/Governing Body student representatives. However these students often benefit from having the support of others in negotiations and it is a good idea to set up a student Working Group/committee who can help get the arguments together. Different individuals can have different responsibilities e.g. looking through the figures, publicising the issue to the student body, getting data from external sources etc. Don’t take everything on yourself!

Know the Lingo

Rents negotiations involve getting your head around the various charges involved and terms used. In different colleges different charges will work in different ways, although there are some common things to be remembered and some common terms that you might find thrown at you.

· KFC: KFC stands for Kitchen Fixed Charge. It is a fixed charge that some student unions associate closely with the rent that they pay, whilst others do not. Not all colleges have KFC, but the vast majority do. Kitchen Fixed Charge is there to supposedly subsidise the food that students eat in canteen, although others see it as a 'hidden cost' in rent, as it is there regardless of whether students use the canteen or not. Although you will have your own view, you may find it helpful to know that CUSU Council passed policy in November 2003 which argued that KFC was a fixed cost which should be included with weekly rent when calculating the living costs which students are expected to pay. As a result, most of the comparative figures which CUSU provides incorporate KFC within rent to give a weekly figure of cost. If your college’s procedure is substantially different from this (e.g. you have a fixed quota dinner ticket system), then contact FAIR to discuss how to make effective comparisons.

· Subsidy: This is an argument often favoured by college Bursars. A large number of colleges face annual deficits of around £1million. This is generally absorbed by college endowments but is clearly not sustainable in the long term. When college running costs are shared out between Fellows, conference income and students' fees, it is usually suggested that student fees do not balance our costs and that rents are therefore subsidised by the college. We shall come to the opposing arguments shortly.

· Room Banding: Many of the figures that you will use in rents negotiations are based on averages. Across nearly all colleges, a system of room banding operates whereby college rooms are allocated points on their desirability (e.g. presence of a sink, more than one window, nearby bathroom etc.) which is then used by the college when determining the rent of a particular room. There is usually scope for student representatives to have quite an input into the banding of different rooms – particularly important to this is the principle of affordability which we shall come to shortly.
· Inflation: As time goes by and people keep on working, we increase the amount of money that is in circulation. Therefore, the actual value of money becomes less, we can buy fewer things now for £1 than we used to. This is the effect of inflation, and it means that, although the actual value of a mars bar may remain the same, the price will increase. Therefore as a result of inflation, rents in your college rise every year. Inflation is measured in several different ways (using different indices) to keep track of how the price of goods rises on an annual basis. The main way that inflation is measured is using the Retail Price Index (RPI). This is an index which monitors the cost of 100 goods which are commonly purchased (milk, bread, baked beans, a pint of beer etc.) as a way of evaluating inflation; RPI is used most often when setting budgets and projecting expenditure (e.g. this is what the University and your college will use). Over the last few years, RPI has typically run at around 2%. Warning: One common college tactic to be aware of is that your bursar may use a different index to calculate the inflation of room rents. Examples include the Van Noorden Index (for old buildings) and the Higher Education Pay & Prices Index (HEPPI - specifically for Higher Education Institutions). HEPPI commonly runs around 1% higher than RPI, so using a different index may be a cunning way for your Bursar to get in extra rent rises. The best way to check if this is the case is to look at your college budget, the inflation index used by your Bursar when evaluating inflation for different budget headings should be the same as the index used when calculating the inflation of student room rents.
· ‘Market Rents’: During the course of your negotiations, one of the things that your Bursar will mutter about is that rents are currently not charged at ‘market rents’. It is important to clear up a distinction here about what is meant. There are 2 different sort of rates which rents can be charged at:
a) Cost-price Rents: This is where the weekly rent & KFC fully cover the costs associated with running and maintaining that room, as well as a contribution to other aspects of college life which students use (porters, gardens, kitchens etc). Cost-price rents should be what college bursars are aiming for. To date, Trinity Hall is the only college that has signed a deal with its students stating that rent levels currently cover costs, and that therefore future rent rises will be in line with inflation. Trinity Hall currently charges £72.71 a week on average (that is rent and KFC combined). There are also signs that other colleges are nearing agreements with their students. CUSU & FAIR will have the most up-to-date information on this. 
b) Market rates: This is where students’ room rents are charged at the same rate as other accommodation on the commercial marketplace. In practice this is an unfair target to aim for. Firstly, the aim of commercial rents is to make the owners money, something which Cambridge colleges are not expected to do with accommodation for students. Secondly, as the colleges own a large proportion of the property market in central Cambridge, this leads to price inflation, making it difficult to draw valid comparisons between the colleges and the commercial marketplace.
Deciding What Approach to Use

There are many different arguments that you can use in rents negotiations, and the arguments you choose to use will be dependent on the situation in your college. There are some general approaches which are worth remembering, such as ensuring that your arguments are supported with evidence from a wide range of sources, and trying to get to grips with college figures and accounts. There are some more specific approaches which you may wish to adopt, and we shall consider them here:

Affordability

One way to approach the issue of rent increases is to ask whether students can actually afford to pay high rents and to suggest that fair rents should be based on whether all rooms in college are affordable for all students. This can sometimes be a difficult argument to use because in many colleges the expensive rooms are quite popular and colleges often provide bursaries for poorer students. However, using the affordability principle can often lead to your college committing to overhaul existing room bands or bursary schemes.

It is certainly well worth spending some time to see if you can prove that rents are becoming unaffordable for some students (e.g. those who don’t receive a Bursary, but whose parents don’t earn enough to provide sufficient funding). You can begin by looking at the 'income' students receive from their loan, and then see whether it adequately covers all their essentials (food, books, travel, fees) plus the projected rent increases that your college is proposing. 

To get an idea of what it costs students to live in Cambridge and how they manage with their money, you could use the outline of costs for a 'typical' Cambridge student or send a financial questionnaire around students to build up a broader picture.
It is then worth asking how your College will deal with the fact that some students cannot afford rooms: 

· Will they implement a bursary scheme or hardship loans? 

· Will there be funds to cover increased demands on any hardship funds that exist? 

· Does guaranteeing that every student can afford the smallest room in College but pricing the largest out of range of any but well-off students constitute ghetto-isation? 

Even if it appears that students can currently afford the rooms in College and that the projected increases might not create a situation where students cannot afford rooms, what about the future? Ask the College what they will do when they reach a point where rent has increased so much that it can't possibly be covered by a student loan.

Savings in college accounts

A constructive approach can be for you to work with College to find out where savings could be made without passing a further financial burden onto your students. This tends to be quite a good approach, as one of the first arguments that you should expect to hear from college is that they are in financial difficulty and that extra revenue is needed. However, for any college with financial problems there are 2 ways to amend this: one is to increase revenue (raise rents, raise fees etc.), the other is to reduce costs and make savings. Look closely at your college accounts with your team and see where savings could be made, or where more revenue could be made. 

· Does the college spend too much on entertainment, both for fellows and students? You could suggest that the students could do without their annual subject wine party funded by college and have a smaller rent increase instead.

· Does the college make as much money as it could out of conferences and tourism? These are lucrative areas for Cambridge colleges, and there is a potential, if they are imaginative, to make a lot of money here.

· Is there one area of the college finances that is a particular weakness, e.g. building work, catering? If so, is it fair that rents should rise to cover that and is there a better solution to that problem?

· Are all the members of college sharing the financial burden equally? If there are financial problems in the college then it is probably fair that all in college should 'do their bit' but no group in college should suffer, whether it is staff not being paid enough or students being given a heavy rent burden. 

It is not just rents that you might want to consider, but other fixed charges, such as network charges and KFC. In the area of KFC, the challenge is to reduce the fixed costs while maintaining or increasing the overall college income and promoting Hall attendance. Flexibility in the catering arrangements should allow improvements. You could suggest:

· Adjusting the balance between fixed charges and itemised food costs. You could consider suggesting that KFC is reduced and canteen prices readjusted, so that those who do not use the canteen do not have to subsidise the food. 
· Promoting lunch in college

· Finding a better balance of formal hall quality, frequency and guest charge

When looking to see whether rooms are being charged at fair cost-effective prices, there are two arguments that you may want to consider. One is that the price may be too high for the standards of accommodation provided. The flip-side to this is that your college may over-provide when it comes to accommodation quality, and that this amounts to financial mismanagement. This argument can be effectively used if your college is in the process of building new rooms. New accommodation is often built with conference guests in mind, and these therefore tend to cost a great deal more than HEFCE (the Higher Education Funding Council for England) recommend universities spend on new student rooms. However, it is also worth remembering that colleges depend on conferences for a sizeable fraction of their income. It might be worth seeking some assurance that college is getting the return from conference income from its investments in building 'conference-style' en-suite rooms.

Another approach may be to assess whether college have 'banded' their rooms correctly. Who decided which rooms should be more expensive and on what criteria? A constructive approach might be to suggest that the students and college collectively review the rent levels for each room and re-band the rooms in college accordingly. This can tie in with a move to ensure that a certain number of rooms are kept in the lower bands in line with the affordability principle mentioned earlier.

If you take this approach of savings in college accounts, it is worth asking college what their long-term strategy for addressing their financial problems is. If there is a serious deficit to be addressed, it is probably unwise to rely on raising rents to do it, as there will be a point where rents cannot rise at a rate to cover the deficit. It is more sensible for both the college and the students to develop a more effective long-term financial strategy.

Access

Linked in with the idea that there will be a point at which students simply will not be able to 'plug the gap' in the college deficit is the principle that it is not fair to do so, that students (as shown from the affordability argument) will not be able to afford it, and that rising rents will damage access work.

One of the main misconceptions that Access Officers come across when they visit schools and FE Colleges is that Cambridge is a more expensive place to study than other universities. Prospective students assume that Cambridge's academic elitism must be accompanied by financial elitism. With current living costs, it is possible for Access Officers to show that Cambridge is not necessarily a more expensive to live than other universities (due to rents not being the highest, the existence of bursaries and financial support, and the eight week term). However, continually rising rents will increasingly undermine this argument and make it difficult to argue that Cambridge's living costs are less than prospective students assume they are.

It will also be damaging to the college's access policies if students are encouraged to come to the college, but then find that they cannot afford some of the college accommodation. It is no use encouraging students to attend if they feel excluded from some parts of college accommodation and 'ghettoised'. College bursaries can help, but can't always help the student who 'falls between the stools' i.e. who just misses out on financial support but cannot rely on their parents and student loan to cover the costs of highest rent bands. 

Comparability

As discussed earlier, when assessing how fair your Bursar’s proposals are, one useful approach is to make comparisons with rents in other Cambridge colleges and with other universities. 

One of the most useful methods to use when negotiating with your college is to draw comparisons with rents and charges of other colleges. In the past this has proved notoriously difficult, however FAIR have been working over the last year to provide as much information for JCRs and MCRs as possible. This year, we’re working on a database that can be easily updated, via. our website, that will allow JCRs and MCRs to share this information more easily. For more details contact Luke Pickering (access@cusu.cam.ac.uk) or FAIR (fair@cusu.cam.ac.uk).
Drawing comparisons with other colleges is a good approach to use if the proposed rent increase will put you near the top of the list of Cambridge rent levels. If this is not the case, then it will be a matter of defending the merits of maintaining rents at a cheaper level than other Cambridge colleges. It should be noted that differences between colleges' average rents are not automatically because of variations in quality or provision of facilities. The CUSU Quality of Life Survey in 2002 found little range in the level of students' satisfaction with their accommodation between students from different colleges. There was no clear correlation between college average rents and quality of accommodation. Even within colleges, rents may not be appropriately matched to room quality and popularity (this ties in with the earlier comments on room banding).

When using comparability to assess fairness, it is also worth evaluating how close college rents are to market levels as discussed earlier. 

Involving the student body

It is important that you keep the student body in your college informed and involved throughout the process of setting rent levels. It will strengthen your negotiations if you can show that you have the clear support of the students; such support can be gained through clear communication with the student body, and this can also help to guide and influence the negotiating strategy which you adopt. There are many different ways in which you can get students involved in rents negotiations:

Set up a Rents Committee

To get committed and enthusiastic people involved with the process, and to provide you and other student representatives with support and ideas, set up a committee of volunteers to help with the negotiations. This can also serve to highlight issues facing different years and groups of students which you may not have been aware of.

Questionnaire/Survey

A questionnaire or survey into students' finances or their feelings about rents can be a good way to involve students and raise awareness of the issue. As well as a paper questionnaire, you can also invite feedback through email or a website. If students feel they are being consulted, they are more likely to be involved. A template financial questionnaire can be found in Appendix II.

Regular meetings

Issues arising as part of the negotiation can be publicised through Open Meetings or other meetings. Motions to Open Meetings can raise awareness of the issue and promote discussion, as well as giving you a mandate to take to your college. Once rents negotiations are underway it is vital that you provide feedback to such meetings and that you continue to consult with students about each step. 

Ensure that you have the support of your members, through an open meeting or referendum, before entering into any agreements with your College. Seeking consent from your members can also be a good way of filibustering during negotiations or trying to back yourself out of a corner if negotiations reach a difficult stage.





Wes Streeting, NUS VP Education
Poster campaign

It might be a good idea to run a poster campaign in college informing students that rent negotiations are taking place, and what the underlying issues are.

Email bulletins

These can keep the students informed of what is going on and serve to raise awareness of any specific issues. 

Negotiating skills

There are general negotiating skills that can help you whenever you go into meetings with college and can apply to rents negotiations. We shall go through some of them here:

Behaviour

· Try to make good first and last impressions.

· Be careful of appearing arrogant - acknowledge any mistakes you make.

· Do not get intimidated - you have a right to be involved in deciding rent levels, and have a responsibility of representing the students. 

· Try not to be too openly frustrated or angry. 

· Listen to tone of voice as well as words.

· Try to have good eye contact.

Good practice

· Make sure that every offer or concession is recorded, and that a written record is made of every meeting. It will be useful to keep your own record if a senior member is taking minutes.

· In deadlock, remind the other party of places where you have agreed.

· Don’t ignore issues just to speed up the negotiations.

· You can make use of informal discussions as long as nothing is agreed in them.

· Be wary of ploys and dirty tricks, and be careful how you respond to them.

· Bear in mind the information that is available to the other party.

· Use similarities between your cases to hold the negotiations together.

· Try to talk in terms of ‘we’ rather than ‘I’. It makes the negotiations less personal, sounds more impressive, and encourages the college to view you as a representative, rather than as an individual.

· Being flexible and discussing hypotheticals need not be a sign of weakness, and can actually come across as being in control.
Tactics

Think in terms of priorities and objectives - both for you and the college. What are you most willing to concede, and what is most important for them? Another approach is to think in terms of interests - compare the opposing interests of your students and the college and find those which are similar and those which will need to be reconciled. Try and begin negotiations with uncontroversial, general points before moving onto points that will be more confrontational.

You might not have much control over how the meetings operate, but try and make sure that you get enough time to have your say, and that you have the ability to answer the points made by a senior member. 

Asking for more meetings if there is any contention, and especially if you want to re-evaluate, is probably a good idea. Don’t be rushed into agreements.

Preliminary meetings in the rents negotiation process with finance committees are generally quite informal. You should try and prolong this stage. It ensures that both parties understand each other's arguments and minor disagreements can be overcome. 

Your College Council/Governing Body will then usually be presented with a clear choice. The time before College Council meets can be used to develop counter-arguments to any specific parts of the proposal that you dispute and to organise any campaigns or to have meetings with students and key senior members. You may also find it beneficial to individually meet key members of College Council/Governing Body (allies, the Master, the Senior Tutor etc.) to give you more time to outline all your arguments and flesh them out.

Using facts and figures

Your arguments will be much stronger if they are backed up with (accurate) facts and figures. Try not to overload with data, but a few well-chosen statistics can support your argument in a convincing way. It will show that you can back up your argument and that you have really thought things through, as senior members often use anecdotes in their arguments, it may be beneficial if you ask that the college provide a similar sense of rigor to their arguments.

Financial surveys from students in your college, outlines of costs that face students, comparisons with other colleges and universities' rents, illustrations of how small changes in the college finances could make a big difference; all of these calculations and statistics are valuable additions to your armoury and are worth considering.

It is important that you have a good comprehension of the facts and figures that college presents you with, and of the different sources of data that you can get from elsewhere. If you cannot quite get your head around the figures, find someone who can and who can advise you on how best to use the data in your arguments. FAIR can help you with this if you wish.
Concessions vs. Getting a Fair Deal

Knowing when to make concessions and how far to go in making concessions is one of the most difficult aspects to a rents negotiation. You will have to judge the balance that you strike between agreeing to some concessions, but also standing firm on some issues to protect the interests of the students. Getting this balance right can be a difficult judgement to make.

How appropriate different concessions are will vary between colleges. Quite simply, some colleges cannot afford to give you huge concessions because their financial position is weak, whereas other colleges may be able to. Key to identifying the appropriateness of the concession is how reasonable your college is being. Can they truly not afford a lower rent rise, or are there savings that could be made or other financial problems to be resolved first before the students are put under an increased burden? Some colleges might start at a much more unreasonable level than others, and so there is more room for students to drive rent increases down.

If you are not sure what constitutes a 'fair deal' for the college and the students, consult with others - the student body in your college, students in other colleges and FAIR. You may find it useful to think about the following:

· Don’t make too many concessions at an early stage.

· Offer the smallest concessions first.

· Indicate that every concession you make is a major loss to you.

· Try not to give ground unless you receive something in return.

· Talk in terms of conditionals and other couched terms - “if you were to consider X, we would agree to or agree to consider Y’ 

· Use stalling techniques if you want time to consider things (e.g. taking a decision back to an Open Meeting with the students).

· Offer options to the college, but make sure that the options are equally valuable to you.
Know your allies

Try and establish which senior members of the college are likely to be sympathetic to your cause. If you can show that you have the support of some senior members, then your arguments will carry more weight. Encourage students to bring issues such as student hardship and student finances to the attention of the senior members, especially tutorial staff whose responsibility it is to ensure that students do not suffer from financial hardship.

It is important to find out which senior members are in the 'powerful' positions (on College Council, on finance committees, on Working Parties etc) and so determine those who are most likely to take your views into consideration. Senior members will also be able to give you an insight into what agreements are most likely to be accepted by the fellows. 

Know your enemies and their arguments

As well as knowing who is likely to be on your side, it is also useful to consider who will oppose you and what arguments they will use. Anticipating their arguments or their tactics and preparing for these might be wise. Some of their tactics might include:

Favoured Tactics:

Being insulting and unreasonable towards you: In some negotiations (hopefully these will be rare), the college might try to insult or undermine the student representatives. Try to move on without retaliating, if it gets bad then you could express disappointment that the discussions have become childish. You might choose to insult them back - but ignoring them and staying confident will probably achieve more. If they need reminding that you are the elected representative of the students they work for, and that you have your JCR / student union backing, then do so.

Referring to a higher authority: This can be used to stall and remove personal responsibility from the negotiators in order to backtrack on concessions offered. Senior members might say they have to talk to the head of College, or speak to governing body. If they renege repeatedly, you might be justified in asking to talk to someone who can actually make real offers. Otherwise, remember that you can use the same ploy, saying that you are unclear how the JCR/MCR would feel about something, or that you’ll have to consider it with your committee.

Threats: The greatest threat that the other side can make is probably to close negotiations, or abandon the concessions already agreed. This is more than mildly underhand, but you can deal with it by either being sympathetic to their concerns, or by making it clear that you too can make threats (if, of course, you feel that you are in this position). A threat made like this is probably more about scaring you than actually closing negotiations, but do be wary.

Unsubstantiated statistics: Don’t be afraid of asking where certain figures have come from, and querying them. Don’t assume that the figures you are offered - especially in terms of college finance - are correct and unbiased, and don’t be afraid of asking for access to the sources. 
Illogical offers: If college expect to discuss things with you successfully, then they should be prepared to detail the logical and financial basis of their offer/s and demands. Ask for explanations, and ask to be taken through the logic if you think this will help.

Baffling you with statistics: Senior members may try and confuse you with figures or accounting concepts, or this may happen unintentionally. Ask for explanation, and don’t agree to anything before you are certain of what is being discussed. Ask for another meeting if you want to check through college’s methods or numbers before agreeing to anything substantial. Try and get someone who knows what they're doing (e.g. an economist or accountant you may know) to have a close look at the accounts. Be sure to check that the costs of tutors’ rooms, the chapel and hall are not included, and that revenue from conferences is included in the domestic account. Examples such as these can serve to artificially increase the ‘cost’. Remember that it is possible to prove nearly anything with statistics and numbers.

'No concessions' approach: If your college indicates that they are not willing to make any concessions, you should highlight the importance of consulting the student members of the college, and taking their views into consideration. It is unreasonable to force rent increases onto students with no proper negotiation, especially if this is not accompanied by an increased college investment in facilities. You can point out that this approach is more likely to result in direct action by the students (something the college will be keen to avoid).

Abandoning negotiations: To abandon negotiations is quite an extreme move. It will make the College look bad and will not achieve much else. You could consider offering concessions in your position in return for a resumption of communications, but be careful of giving in to tactics like these. One counter-argument may be to point out how the move will be perceived by ordinary members of the college.

Colleges often try and hold rents negotiations at a time least convenient for students, usually at the end of Lent term before exams or when a new JCR/MCR/SU committee has taken office. Where possible, try and make sure that negotiations take place in Michaelmas term or early Lent and at a time most convenient for students. Remember - your academic wellbeing should be the College's number 1 priority so don't be afraid to object to the timing of negotiations for the sake of your degree.

Wes Streeting NUS VP Education
Favoured Arguments:

‘Cambridge has shorter terms, so comparability is useless’: It is often suggested that because Cambridge has eight-week terms and students only pay rent for the time that they are here, that drawing comparisons between Cambridge and other universities is useless. This is not necessarily the case; many students in Cambridge do stay on during vacations (e.g. some colleges have arrangements whereby students keep their rooms during Christmas and Easter vacations). Furthermore, examining costs on a weekly basis at other universities give a suitable indication of what ‘market rents’ are at other institutions. Shorter terms at Cambridge should not provide justification for higher weekly rents than at other universities.

If student rents reflect how much it costs the college to accommodate them for the time that they are there, then during the vacations, college costs should be covered from accommodating conference guests and other means. Therefore, it is fair, reasonable and relevant to look at how much Cambridge rents cost on a weekly basis compared to other universities. Some such comparisons are done in Appendix IV.

You may also wish to point out that:

· There is a strong principle perpetuated by the colleges that students should not work during term-time (and students often find they do not have time), therefore they cannot earn money during the terms that students in other universities might be able to.

· Cambridge does have shorter terms, but it also has fewer students from non-traditional backgrounds; cheaper rents may help address this problem.

· Anecdotal comparisons with individual cases at other universities should be treated with caution; this is often a tactic favoured by college Bursars and not based in fact. If you look at the comparisons (see Appendix IV) you will see that Cambridge rents are NOT hugely cheaper than others at all. 

‘KFC should not be taken into account with rents’: You can argue that it should because it is a fixed cost that everyone pays, regardless of whether they use the canteen or not, and what is more, there is no real way to opt out of it. You may wish to ask college if they could clarify what precisely KFC goes towards and see if they can give you a breakdown.

‘Students take the most expensive rooms so they must be able to afford them’: You can point out that students might choose the expensive rooms because they want to live with their friends and not live on their own in a cheaper area of college. What is more, it is understandable that a student would want to live in a nicer room, and you may wish to establish whether students do so with the result of either having to make savings elsewhere (e.g. cutting down on expenditure on food, books, travel etc) or going into further debt. 

You can also suggest to the College that, if rents continue to rise, there will come a point at which students will not be able to afford the expensive rooms. Therefore college cannot base their long-term financial strategy on the assumption that students will continue to keep paying more. 

Resolution

Ideally, you will get to the end of rents negotiations quickly without too much anguish on either side. When you reach the end of negotiations, you should make sure that you:

· Stipulate final terms strictly, and insist that a separate record is made of them in the meeting.

· Include a schedule of implementation in the final agreement you come to.

· Discuss and define any terms that might be ambiguous when recorded.

You’ll have to judge when to end negotiations: when you think the College might start to retract offers, or when you believe that you have achieved your goals. 

Write up your agreement and it might be a good idea to get both the student representatives and senior members involved in the negotiations to sign it. Always make sure you check with the student body if they are satisfied with the agreement that you have reached, explaining carefully any concessions you have made and justifying why you think this could be the best deal.

Record keeping

Try and keep an accurate record of the rents negotiation process, including the final agreement that you reached and the process through which you went to reach this. Include lessons that you learnt along the way. This will be invaluable to the people who have to conduct the next set of rents negotiations.

It is also a good idea to pass on details and records of your rents negotiations to CUSU. FAIR runs an archive of details of college rents negotiations, which will allow future student reps to access details of the last set of negotiations, and with other colleges' permission, details of other college's rents negotiations. This will help to keep our database of rents and charges up to date, whilst maintaining continuity between student representatives.

Campaigns

You and your committee may want to run 'direct action' campaigns alongside rents negotiations to help raise awareness of the issue and to keep the pressure up on College. You don't have to jump straight into a rent strike - there are plenty of other ways to protest against projected rent rises, and a rent strike is best left as a last resort.

Petitions: Collecting a petition from the student body expressing their dissatisfaction with rent rises is a good start to raising awareness and backing up your arguments. It can show the college the strength of feeling amongst the students, and requires relatively little initial commitment from those who sign up. A covering letter with the petition can outline your arguments in full. 

Letter-writing Campaigns: Encourage students to write to college and to their tutors to express concerns over proposed rent rises. This requires a bit more commitment from your students but will mean that college has to register student opposition to rent proposals. This is likely to grab a lot of attention and could prove quite effective in communicating concerns to sympathetic fellows. A similar campaign might be to use postcards with the arguments against rent rises outlined on them and make sure you have space for people to add their own comments.

Lobbying: Lobbying is not just about people directly involved in the negotiations talking to senior members. Try and get as many students as you can to talk to their DoS or personal tutor about why they are opposed to the rent rises. This can be extremely effective, especially if you can encourage a lot of students to get involved.

Poster Campaigns: You might want to use your notice boards around college to run a poster campaign. You could have posters with slogans on to raise student awareness of the issue and to show students' opposition. One thing to be aware of is that such a campaign could leave you open to accusations that you are trying to lead student opinion, or speaking for all students, instead of listening to student opinion first and therefore allowing for a more balanced picture. In this case, you could offer a part of your notice board for college to make their case, and use your area to put your arguments forward and show the weaknesses of College's arguments. Try and encourage students to wear stickers with slogans on.

Boycotts: Organise a boycott of some area where college makes money out of the students. For example, you could encourage people not to eat in hall for a week or not to attend formal halls. If you can make a point which financially affects college for a week or on one occasion, then college will certainly sit up and take notice. 

Stunts and Protests: There are a whole range of stunts you can organise to draw attention to students' opposition to rent rises. Examples include:

· A 'Tents Not Rents' campaign where students sleep in tents instead of in rooms, either outside or in corridors.

· A 'Big Noise' style event where students make as much noise as possible during a crucial meeting of College Council/Governing Body whilst rent rises are being debated.

· A silent protest where you stand with banners & posters as members of College Council walk in to their meeting.

With a bit of imagination you can think of all sorts of stunts and protests that will raise awareness of your opposition, without resorting to a rent strike. The key thing here is to get people along - a protest with very few students attending isn't likely to have a huge impact. Make sure that the stunt does not damage your credibility and undermine your campaign. 

Using the Press:

It is very difficult to come out of a press campaign with a better image than the one that was started with. The press are clearly obsessed with Cambridge University, so you will have no trouble getting attention should you decide to go down this route. Whether you want that attention, and how the college and your students will react to it, is another matter, and one that needs careful thought…

Press Releases

A good press release should aim to grab the attention of the journalist reading it, informing them of the story, giving them a quote to base a story on and a contact to expand the story if they are interested. A press release should also try to ensure that a story is covered in a particular way so that the angle you want to stress is given prominence. This does not mean an attempt to fool the journalist – rather an attempt to ensure that important facts and concepts are given due prominence in a story.

A press release should be short – ideally less than one A4 side long. It should be typed using double spaces so that it is easy to read. It should contain a headline to catch attention, a 'hook' (or angle) on which the story is based, the important facts of the story, a quote from the relevant person (e.g. the President) and contacts for further information.

This may sound simple but it is surprising how many ignore these basic rules – often descending into tedious detail, loading the release with facts so that the point of the story is obscured. A press release should be punchy.

Possible hooks that you may want to hang your story on include:

· Problems that would be caused by rent increases. 

· Lack of adequate negotiations.

· A particular campaign you have organised

· Dirty tricks by college such as sending out bills before college opens.

It is vital to remember that the situation of the journalists reading your work will change. A journalist on a local free paper (such as the Cambridge Town Crier) may well reproduce your press release pretty much word for word whilst a national paper will want to investigate the story much more thoroughly. Student papers tend to be quite responsive to any story you give them. Be prepared for a newspaper to investigate your story without informing you of what they are doing, and be careful that they cannot use quotes that you’ve given them in order to twist the story to their advantage.

Another factor to bear in mind is that newspapers, TV and radio work to deadlines. Radio in particular will want you at a particular time and if no-one is available for an interview they will pass over the story. Deadlines for afternoon/evening papers (such as the Cambridge Evening News) tend to be at around 9am on the day with a later deadline for 12pm. The general advice is to ensure that releases either reach the paper the day before you want the story to be covered or early the next morning.

If you want something to be publicised at a certain time but need to tell the press in advance (say if you are planning a demonstration) then you can ‘embargo’ the release until a specific time or date so that it will not be used until you want it to be.

CUSU has contacts with various newspapers and radio stations around Cambridge and with national journalists who specialise on Higher Education. We can talk to them if you are planning something well in advance. Remember that the press is likely to be broadly sympathetic especially if you can stress the poverty of students in contrast to the wealth of Cambridge University itself.

In order to prevent confusion it is best to have one person dealing with all press enquiries. If you are to be the contact, it is important to consider what you are going to say to journalists before speaking to them. Don't try and be too light hearted – a casual, witty remark can be extremely embarrassing in print the next day. 

Remember that any rents negotiation will merit interest from the press; it’s got all the right ingredients of conflict and of the juxtaposition between poor students and (supposedly) wealthy colleges. If your college is being quite unreasonable during negotiations, then talking to the press about this may be of benefit, putting added pressure on college and highlighting the difficulties that your students are facing. However, journalists will look for conflict in any story. Whilst you may wish to issue statements condemning the way your college has acted (to try and shame your college into backing down), you should be mindful of the effect that such a move could have on your rent negotiations and of how the college and your students will react. Be cautious, and if you are in any doubt contact CUSU for help and advice.

Use the student media to your advantage, but do so carefully. The CUSU President is most experienced with this, so seek his or her assistance beforehand.
Mark Ferguson CUSU President
See the next page for a sample press release.

Sample Press Release:

Junior Common Room,

Footlights College, Cambridge.

PRESS RELEASE

FAO: Newsdesk
Embargoed until 9.00am 1st April

‘Cambridge Students in Silent Protest at Don’s Dinner’

Students at Footlights College, Cambridge sat in silent protest at a luxury dinner for tutors today (Monday 1st April) to show their anger at a proposed 20% increase in rent.

As tutors at the college came into college hall for their five-course dinner they were greeted by the sight of 300 students standing with their backs turned to high table. The students, all dressed in black refused to sit at the normal time and instead of reading grace, JCR president XXXXX spoke on student poverty:

"At a time when Students are leaving university saddled with debts of over £10,000 it is unjustifiable for the college to demand a rent increase of 20% which isn't needed", she said.

After the speech, students ate dinner in silence to symbolise the lack of negotiation offered to the JCR over the increase. This protest was decided after a motion was passed unanimously at a packed JCR meeting last week.

The proposed rent increase will make Footlights one of the most expensive colleges in Cambridge at a time when the Government are planning on introducing variable top-up fees. Students are proposing an increase of X%. 

Contact , XXXXXXX, JCR President on XXXXX XXXXXX for further information.

Rent Strikes

Rent strikes are really the final card that you may wish to play in rents negotiations; they are a powerful weapon but should be used extremely carefully. You might find that the threat of rent strikes is enough to use; you could try getting people to sign a petition or pass a motion through an Open Meeting to show willingness to rent strike. 

Rent strikes take a lot of planning and should be carefully considered. Running a rent strike can have a significant effect on college and on your committee and you should be as informed as possible before encouraging students to strike. There are several things to consider before initiating a rent strike:

Is there no alternative?

Rent strikes should be seen as a weapon to use when it feels as if no further progress is being made in the negotiations process. A rent strike is a viable option when the College is indicating that it will not be prepared to make any more concessions, or is behaving in an unreasonable way in negotiations. Use it when you feel that it is only by withdrawing rents, that students can move the negotiations forward in a satisfactory way. 

Will there be support?

A powerful rent strike will involve a large number of the student body withdrawing their rent. It will not be particularly successful if only a handful of students are prepared to withdraw payment of their rent. Putting pressure on students to rent strike when they may not feel comfortable doing so is not recommended. A move to rent strike should be a response to a willingness of the student body to take more radical action. It is a good idea to take a motion to an Open Meeting to 'test the water' and see if students would be willing to rent strike as a last resort. 

What will the College's reaction be?

It is worth thinking about how the College might be likely to react. Do you think the rent strike would shock the College into being more reasonable in negotiations or do you think that it could prove damaging to the negotiations process? It can depend on the college and the nature of the tutorial team what the reaction might be. It can also depend on the nature of the college whether you want to indicate to them that you are considering a rent strike.

Do students understand the implications of a rent strike?

It is crucial that students are sufficiently informed of what the implications of going on rent strike are before actually making the decision to strike. It is a good idea to hold meetings where students can ask questions about rent striking and the effect of this on their standing with college. The NUS advises that:

The union should make sure that all the participants understand the implications of their actions (particularly the legal implications) BEFORE they become involved. Otherwise, if the institution does start threatening legal action at any point during the strike, students might begin to withdraw their support and the campaign will lose credibility. 



         NUS Guide on Rent Strikes
Key questions that students might want answered are:

Is a rent strike legal? NUS advise that usually there would be no legal justification for a rent strike; at an individual level a failure to pay rent will generally constitute a breach of contract between the student and the college. There might be some legal justification if the strike is in response to alleged disrepair or a failure by the institution to provide services, however, a rent strike is essentially a political action. It should be regarded as a means of raising awareness of the issues and increasing students’ negotiating powers vis a vis the institution.

So what action could College take against me? In theory the College can discipline as it wishes to, but what it would be reasonably expected to do is what it would normally do when students fail to pay their rent e.g. fine individuals. If the college threatens a more severe punishment, the students could plausibly point out that this is unreasonable as this is not what they would do if an individual rather than a collective group failed to pay rent. 

Bear in mind that students might be concerned about the effect of striking on issues such as bursaries, travel grants, the level of fine etc. Students will also want to know what the impact will be on other areas of their life such as supervisions and graduating. You might not be able to find all the answers, but be prepared to address these concerns. 

Planning

If it appears that a rent strike is a possible move that students are going to make then it is important that before any rent strike begins that there is a careful plan in place. You should consider how the strike will begin and finish, who will be responsible for running the rent strike, and how to provide information about the implications of striking to students.

Running a Rent Strike 

Rent Strike Committee

A key question you will have to address is who will plan and run a rent strike? The college union (JCR/MCR) might want to think about these issues, but it must be careful not to come across as leading the rent strike – it should be responding to a 'grass roots movement'. The NUS advises that:

In the past, the students’ union has tended to take a leading role in organising rent strikes. NUS would strongly advise against this. If the union is seen to be directing a rent strike then it is likely that the institution will look to claim financial reimbursement for any losses directly from the union. It may, for instance, simply cut the union’s block grant for the following year. Alternatively it may seek financial redress through the courts. In either situation the union will be in a weak position legally. If it plays a leading role in organising a rent strike the union is, effectively, inducing individual students to breach their contracts with the institution, and inducement to breach a contract is a civil wrong.

Instead of playing a leading role the union should act as a facilitator of grass roots action. Once a strike has started, it should be continued through the momentum of the striking students themselves. These students should also take all decisions about the way in which the strike is conducted.

NUS Guide to Rent Strikes

It is therefore a good idea to form a Rent Strike Committee independent of the college union. Student representatives from the college union will certainly continue to participate in negotiations with College, but they will not be directly running a rent strike at the same time. It is a good idea to hold elections for the Rent Strike Committee and to make it clear to the students that these are the people who will be responsible for the strike.

Bank Accounts and Payment of Rent

It is important that the Rent Strike Committee quickly sets up a bank account for students to pay their money into. The idea of a rent strike is not that students should not pay their rent but that their rent should be withheld from the College and used as a bargaining tool. Therefore, students should still pay rent but should pay it into the Rent Strike Fund.

The bank account should have trustees who can oversee that the money is being dealt with properly. Ideally, they should be independent of the strikers (in the 2003 Rent Strike, the trustees for King's were the CUSU President and the CUSU Academic Affairs Officer) and it might be a good idea to have a senior member of college as trustee to give added legitimacy. The trustees will sign any cheques paid out of the account, for example if a student chooses to leave the rent strike. It is a good idea to have a member of the Rent Strike Committee who is responsible for dealing with all the matters of the Rent Strike Fund (a ‘treasurer’). Make sure it is clear to students when they have to pay their money to you by and what process they need to go through. 

It is essential that you are open about the bank account. Make the names of the trustees public and make it clear to students that they can ask questions about the bank account and scrutinise how their money is being handled. 

It is important to keep a record of who is paying into the rent strike fund and to make records as accurate and up to date as possible. The Rent Strike Committee should take a copy of every student’s college bill, make a record of his or her payment and issue the student with a receipt. It is vital that all the information about who has paid into the Rent Strike Fund is kept confidential. The process of how the students can withdraw from the Rent Strike and transfer their payment to College should also be made clear. If a student chooses to withdraw from the Rent Strike, this must be kept confidential.

Maintaining student support and providing information

It is vital that the Rent Strike Committee communicates effectively with the student body and monitors whether enthusiasm for the Rent Strike is continuing. It might be a good idea to hold regular meetings where students can ask questions, to have a website with information on or to send out regular email updates. Encourage students to approach a member of the Rent Strike Committee if they have any problems or queries. Students need to be updated about the Rent Strike and they need to feel ownership over the direction and strategy of the Strike. Support for a Rent Strike might dwindle if students are not aware of the effect they are having, or have little input into how the Strike is going. 

Relations with College - Continuing Negotiations During a Rent Strike

It is difficult to know how your college will react to a Rent Strike and whether they will push negotiations forward or not. The college may become instantly more receptive to student demands as it realises the costs of students withholding rent or it might respond in a heavy-handed way with scare tactics. The Rent Strike Committee should be prepared for either scenario and should be ready to act to reassure rent strikers if scare tactics are used. If the Rent Strike is run as responsibly as possible and as calmly as possible then it can be hoped that the college will respond in a responsible and reasonable way too. 

As rent strikes are ideally seen as a tool to further negotiation then it is important that, as much as possible, negotiations continue during the rent strike. It might be useful to keep the negotiators separate from the rent strikers. This ensures that negotiators cannot be blamed for the rent strike and can portray it to college as a genuine 'grassroots movement' that they cannot necessarily control. Negotiators can then make a big play of going to check with strikers before concessions can be accepted or rejected. The key is to, as far as possible, keep talking with the college and make it clear that you want the Rent Strike to end as much as they do, but that this common objective can only be achieved when students are satisfied with the deal.

Using the Press

If a Rent Strike goes ahead in a college, it may well attract press attention from student press and possibly also from the national press. The Rent Strike Committee will want to think carefully about how they use that press attention. It could work to their benefit by serving to publicise their concerns and advertising the unreasonable behaviour of college that drove them to the rent strike. It could also work to prevent the College from becoming too heavy-handed during the strike as the press could bring this to the attention of the public. However if students are highly critical of the college in public, press attention can have a serious detrimental effect on rents negotiations by making the College less willing to negotiate. The press is something that should be used carefully - bear in mind that once you give the press the story they can spin it however they wish to.

Resolution

Hopefully a resolution can be found whilst the Rent Strike is still strong. When a resolution is found, as with all rents negotiations, you will need to check this with the students to see if they are satisfied and make sure that you get the promise recorded somewhere. It is important that relations between students and the College can become amicable again as soon as possible, so do ensure that neither side feels like they've 'lost' and that the money is returned to the College as soon as the negotiations are tied up. 

Conclusion

Rents negotiations are undoubtedly a complex, labour-intensive process. However, with the right amount of preparation, committed volunteers and support from students and fellows, you will be able to get a fair deal for your students. 

All of this up-to-date information can be accessed via the FAIR page of the CUSU website: simply go to www.cusu.cam.ac.uk. Please remember that CUSU and FAIR exist to help support you, to answer your questions and to provide you with the data and figures that you need for your rents negotiations. If you have any queries, do get in touch.

fair@cusu.cam.ac.uk

