HOME AWAY
FROM HOME
Practical solutions addressing
the ANU postgraduate
accommodation gap

Introduction
Finding accommodation in Canberra is hard, due to
factors which, in fairness, are largely out of the ANU’s
control. However, the fact that it is hard means that the
University should be working very hard to support
students to find somewhere to live.

beginning of or during semester, and for students who
need ongoing accommodation off-campus. Further, the
ANU should be working with the community to support
flexible housing provision through working with
realtors, leveraging its reputation and influence among
the community, and coordinating students to find
housing themselves.

The ANU Postgraduate and Research Students’
Association (PARSA) has spent a considerable amount of
time in 2017 and 2018 researching and identifying the
scope of the problem, and this report is the culmination
of the most effective and practical solutions to the ANU
postgraduate accommodation gap.

The proposals contained herein are not intended to
solve all issues in relation to the current
accommodation undersupply. Rather, they are
intended to reinforce that the University is faced with a
serious accommodation gap between now and when
future housing is due to come online, and that there
are many ways that the University could work to
address this issue if it chose to treat it with the
seriousness it deserves.

Australia’s premier university should be deeply
unsatisfied and even ashamed that so many students
come here and have nowhere to live. It is not
adequate for the University to simply state that
accommodation is being built, because the
accommodation that is being built is not going to be
built in time for the people who are homeless and
struggling now.

If the University does not act decisively, more
postgraduate students will experience the confusion,
isolation, and stress of homelessness.

While PARSA is glad that the ANU is working to
resolve the long-term issue of housing supply for
students, the University needs to recognise that there
are things that it can and should be doing in the
interim to bridge this ‘accommodation gap’, including a
number of small but significant administrative and
communication changes.

This report was prepared by Zyl Hovenga-Wauchope,
PARSA Vice-President, and Terese Corkish, PARSA
Advocacy and Engagement Officer.
Special thanks to Scott Walker, Deputy Registrar of
ANU Accommodation Services in the Division of
Student Life, for his advice and guidance.

Fundamentally, the ANU needs to approach the issue
of student accommodation with a flexible and wholistic
mindset, taking account of the fact that not all students
are able to live on campus, due to supply, and that not
all students may want to live on campus.
In addition to our core recommendation for a
postgraduate first year guarantee, as outlined in the
first stage of our campaign, the University should act
to provide emergency accommodation and ensure
that students are adequately informed of the difficulty
in finding housing in Canberra and of the support
available to them.
In the immediate term, the ANU should be providing a
mixed range of services to cater for students who
might need emergency accommodation at the
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Building Bridging Capacity
To support those students who arrive in Canberra
without accommodation already confirmed, it is
important that the University have clear, flexible options
available. These options should be focused on bridging
between homelessness and permanent housing by
providing students with a safe place to stay while
linking them with organisations or people who can help
them to find a home.

once more capacity becomes available or the student
finds elsewhere to stay.

Repurposing of Other
Accommodation in O-Week Periods
Alternatively to improving capacity in existing
accommodation, the University could review spaces
currently used for different purposes to determine
whether they could be repurposed on a short term
basis as emergency accommodation around the
O-Week periods of semesters 1 and 2.

This level of support is critical to ensure that students
are not left in the position of being in Canberra,
homeless, and with nowhere to go. These proposals are
a few suggestions on realistic ways to achieve this, but
it is our position that there are many more alternative
ways which the University could adopt if it decided to
tackle the accommodation gap.

There are many common spaces within halls of
residence or around the University more generally
which could be repurposed to act as emergency
accommodation during the O-Week period. While not
all common spaces should be altered in this way,
many may be currently underused and also have the
benefit of being close to necessary amenities.

In the first quarter of 2018 the PARSA Student
Assistance Team provided accommodation support to
87 people (7 times higher than the same period in 2017)
and provided 182 nights of emergency accommodation
at the Canberra YHA, after which many students still
needed support, which we were unable to provide due
to our own limited resources. Further to this, PARSA
representatives have met many students who have
taken to sleeping on friends’ couches, in libraries, or in
student spaces.

Alternatively, the University could enter into an
arrangement with University House for these periods
to provide a small proportion of rooms for one or two
week stays, on reasonable payment terms and with
reduced amenity, to those without anywhere to live.
Assuming University House is not at capacity, this
could be flexibly expanded to meet demand as well
as improving the bottom line for University House.

Flexible Use of Pre-Existing
Student Accommodation

This same approach to repurposing for short-term use
could be taken with a range of accommodation
currently on campus, such as Liversidge Court or
Judith Wright Court.

Rather than relying on creating wholly new capacity,
bridging capacity could come in the form of looking at
flexible ways to increase capacity of existing
purpose-built student accommodation. This has the
benefit of essentially being a more efficient usage of
pre-existing resources.

The University should undertake a review of these
spaces to determine current usage in these peak
periods to determine whether they could be
repurposed in this way. Fundamentally, there are
many spaces on campus which may be underused
during the two week periods before and after O-Week
which could be used to house some of the most
vulnerable members of our community.

This could be done by offering incoming students
seeking accommodation the option of sharing rooms at
a reduced price. The proportion of people willing to
share could be used to refit single bedrooms with a
bunk bed (i.e. if 40% of people are happy to share, then
20% of rooms could be converted for this purpose).
This increases the capacity of pre-existing space and
people could remain in this shared accommodation
either for the duration of their stay or as short-term
accommodation which reverts to single occupancy
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Using Dormant Accommodation Spaces
on a Short-Term Basis
With the relocation of residents out of Fenner Hall in
preparation for their move to the Kambri redevelopment,
the University could refit a small section of Fenner as
emergency or short-term accommodation, particularly for
during the peak periods of housing stress surrounding
O-Week in semesters 1 and 2.
While not a glamourous usage of such a facility, if the
University has the stock available then they should be
using it to support the wellbeing of students. While
Fenner is only one opportunity for this kind of
application, the fundamental suggestion here is to
review what buildings are owned by the University, with
suitable housing facilities, but which are lying dormant
and unused, and which could be repurposed for
emergency use.
A key point to note here is that repurposed housing is
far, far more attractive than being homeless or sleeping
in libraries.

Constructing Temporary Emergency
Accommodation
As a more radical solution, the University could
specifically focus on emergency accommodation in the
O-Week periods by preparing temporary structures to
be used for from and up to a month after O-Week.
These could be in the form of demountables, refitted
sheds, furnished shipping containers, or even
groupings of tents placed on one of the many public
green spaces around the University.
These options have successfully been employed
everywhere from disaster relief, to music festivals, to
camps all around the world. They are eminently
achievable and meet the basic needs of a desperate
cohort of the University all without requiring the level of
investment and time necessary for a new development.
While none of these may sound particularly appealing,
particularly considering that they would be on ANU
land, it is essential to realise that the alternative for so
many of this university’s students is to simply sleep in
public, in the library, or in student common spaces
around the University.
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Networking and Coordination Services
Flexible Sub-Leasing

In addition to providing emergency accommodation,
the University could use its reputation and unique
influencing position among student to support them in
finding housing within the wider community. This could
either be focused on ways to improve general housing
access, or on short-term accommodation.

The coordination role discussed above could work
well in combination with leveraging the University’s
reputation within the Canberra community to assist
students to find accommodation.
If the University helped students to form small groups
interested in starting share houses together then they
could then use their considerable influence and
reputation to support that group in actually securing
accommodation.

While it is seemingly obvious that students themselves
could go out and find places to live, many of them
come here internationally or interstate and thus have
limited cultural understanding or connections within
the community. In this case, the University is in a
unique position to act in a networking and coordination
capacity by leveraging its reputation in Canberra and
by helping students to coordinate themselves.

This could work by the now coordinated students
inspecting homes that they find suitable and then
requesting the University to apply to rent that property
on the students’ behalf. Assuming the University were
successful in their application, this property could
subsequently be sublet to the students on
prearranged terms.

This section contains a number of ways in which the
University could use its reputation and influence to
support students in finding accommodation in the general
community. As before, these are just some of the many
other ways that the University could provide this support.

This would overcome one of the biggest concerns for
real estate agents with regard to students – students,
particularly international students, often do not have
clear rental histories or otherwise appear to be more
‘risky’ than a group of public servants. The University,
in contrast, is a prominent, reputable, and relatively
wealthy entity.

Networking Support
Firstly, the University could set up and coordinate a
method by which university students who come to
Canberra with no local networks, but who wish to start
share houses, could meet one another and be
supported in finding accommodation.

To minimise risk to the University the specific method
of doing this could be as simple as having a basic
agreement with the students where they may apply for
housing under auspice of the ANU name, after the
students had inspected the property and found it met
their needs. This means that the ANU is not left waiting
to fill rooms, does not need to manage finding people
to fill them, and is therefore able to flexibly support
students in finding accommodation.

A key barrier for students in finding housing is that
when looking to start a share house it is a simple fact
that an individual, alone, has little to no chance of
success. Realtors are much more willing to let premises
to groups of people, and they would be willing to let
premises to groups of people who are studying
complex subjects at postgraduate level in the premier
university in Australia.

For this to be successful it would be necessary to have
pre-arranged with prominent realtors in Canberra
before such a program began so as to ensure that
appropriate legal mechanisms are in place to meet the
needs of the renters, the estate agents, the landlords,
and the University. This has the benefit of flexibly
supporting students to find housing within the
community while not requiring significant capital
investment or time.

By promoting a networking service, such as by filling in
an online expression of interest or by facilitating a
housing networking event, the University could act as a
conduit between students who, but for the fact they
are new and on their own, would otherwise wish to live
in a share house.
This could be as simple as a digital noticeboard
specifically focused on students at the ANU, or it could
take the form of workshops for interested students to
meet each other during the O-Week period.
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Community Coordination
Finally, there is a pre-existing desire among many
members of the wider Canberra community to offer
rooms and support to students in need, and all that is
required is to effectively coordinate the charitable
desires of the community with the needs of students.
On an anecdotal level, many people have come to
the PARSA offices or contacted PARSA directly to
offer spare rooms and support to students on a shortand long-term basis. The Canberra community has
many people motivated by a genuine humanitarian
desire to assist people in desperate situations, and
all that is required is a coordination service willing to
work with them.
The University should consider setting up a process by
which persons in the community can register to allow
students to use their spare rooms. This could be linked
to any service at which students register as
experiencing housing stress to automatically be
coordinated to these spare spaces. The goodwill in the
community and the need from the students is already
present. All that is needed is a degree of resourcing to
make this functional.
This would be a relatively minimal investment which
supports students in finding either short- or long-term
housing, and further supports them supporting their
sense of community.
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Administrative Changes
with their application. If they are rejected, they
should be directly linked with relevant information
on how to find accommodation themselves. This will
ensure that they are better prepared and not surprised
by a rejection.

In addition to bridging accommodation services or
networking and coordination support, PARSA has found
that there are a number of ways in which the university
could review its administrative processes to significantly
improve the postgraduate student experience at the
ANU. The following seven proposals are focused on
ensuring that incoming students are aware of the
difficulties that they may face in finding accommodation,
are given the right information in a timely manner, and
are suitably supported when they are here.

To this end, the ANU should both be clear about how
unlikely it is to be successful in receiving on-campus
accommodation and how difficult finding housing in
Canberra can be. The university should send out offers
and rejections for on-campus accommodation earlier
and with more notice.

Aligning Timelines
Not all postgraduate students are provided with offers
or confirmation of enrolment in time to apply for
on-campus accommodation. In addition to this, unless
PhD students start with the start of semester they
cannot apply for on-campus accommodation as by then
it has been fully committed due to the previously
discussed shortage.

Airport Pick-Up Service
International students arriving in Canberra to begin
study at the ANU are offered an airport pick-up
service. Previously, shuttle busses were sent to pick up
students, but recently the University has decided to
distribute Cabcharge vouchers instead.

To address this, the ANU should create a deadline for
colleges to distribute offers to postgraduate students
for each semester or instead delay the application
dates for on-campus accommodation to align with the
dates on which they release enrolment offers.

In addition to being very unwelcoming, using
Cabcharge vouchers rather than directly picking
students up means the ANU is not aware of who does
or does not have secure accommodation on arrival.
Further, because the University is not directly picking
up students, this system takes away the University’s
duty of care for students and, if students have
nowhere to go, taxis can just leave students to fend for
themselves in a new and unfamiliar city.

Additionally, the University should dedicate places in
on-campus accommodation for PhD students who may
arrive out of session.

Notice for On-Campus Accommodation

The ANU should return to the system of directly
picking students up at the airport by running shuttle
busses with University support staff. This would mean
that the University is aware of who does or does not
have secure accommodation and would give support
staff the opportunity to refer students without to
services like PARSA’s emergency accommodation
assistance program, or the University’s
accommodation services.

PARSA has received feedback that students are
concerned about the amount of time between
on-campus accommodation application deadlines
and the date by which they are informed whether
they are successful. Unless students call and
specifically ask, they are furthermore not informed of
how slim their chances are of actually receiving a
place. If they simply trust in the University to provide
housing, as they have come to expect at many
international universities, they can end up attempting
to enter the Canberra housing market in a panic
when they eventually do get rejected.
Students need to be made aware that they should be
looking for other places even while waiting for a
response, and that they are unlikely to be successful
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International Student Central

institutional priority. There should at very least be a
clear, mutually agreed, process or procedure for all
ANU Accommodation Services staff members who are
faced with a student experiencing housing distress.

There is currently no central, easy place for
international students to receive information and
support about the experience of living in Canberra.
International students receive information from many
different places within the University about, among
others, accommodation, support, study, and
community life. Without a central location for this
information, particularly as it relates to international
students, communications are fragmented and
students are becoming confused and overwhelmed.

This should include supporting the student and, if
the University cannot provide support directly,
should refer students who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness to PARSA or ANUSA Student
Assistance. Information should also be placed, both
online and physical, within ANU Accommodation
Services material about emergency accommodation
and external support available.

The ANU should create an international student central
to ensure that, as much as possible, the information that
is necessary and relevant to international students is
actually provided to them in a timely manner. This would
be a central place, both physical and online, where
information about accommodation, careers, visas or legal
help, and community support such as PARSA or ANUSA
is distributed.

Honest Information Provision
A key issue for incoming students is that there are very
few indications on the ANU website or in ANU
communications about how scarce on-campus
accommodation is and how difficult and competitive it
is to find off-campus accommodation, especially
during the normal semester arrival periods. Students
therefore come to Canberra completely unprepared
for how difficult finding accommodation is going to be.
They can feel stressed, betrayed, and this damages
their image of Canberra and the ANU.

By providing such a central location, the ANU can ensure
that incoming students are better apprised of relevant
information and better supported when they need help.

Accommodation Services Information

In addition to this shock, students do not know where
they can go to get help, particularly because, as
previously mentioned, inter-organisational
communication is lacking. It can be incredibly
disheartening and a source of great anxiety if students
do not know that finding a home at ANU is not nearly
as easy as it is at many of their home universities.

Many students experiencing homelessness or housing
stress go to ANU Accommodation Services to seek
assistance only to be told turned away and told to go
elsewhere. This includes in times of severe stress and
even in situations of domestic violence. Students who
have been turned away have ended up sleeping in
libraries, in offices, and in common spaces on campus.

Students must be adequately forewarned of how difficult
it can be to find accommodation in Canberra, and given
tips and advice on how to do so on their own. Further,
students should be given information about emergency
accommodation grants and support services available at
the University and from PARSA or ANUSA.

It is obvious that ANU Accommodation Services is a
common first port of call for students who need help,
and the University should ensure that the process of
turning students away actually links up with essential
support services available elsewhere.
PARSA and ANUSA have emergency accommodation
grants and provide support to students in such difficult
situations, but we do not have the same reach with
students as the University does. We would be happy to
have students referred to us, but often students are
not even informed that that is an option.
We want to make coordination between PARSA,
ANUSA, and ANU Accommodation Services an
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Referrals to PARSA
When students are rejected from on-campus
accommodation, find themselves in Canberra with
nowhere to stay, or fall victim to scams or exploitative
landlords, they end up feeling scared, intimidated, and
at a complete loss about where to go for help. This is
exacerbated by delays in offers and by insufficient
information on the ANU website or in ANU
communications.
While a consistent theme throughout these proposals, it
is stated again here that the University should ensure
appropriate linkage between services they provide and
the services available from PARSA or ANUSA.
Should students be without a place to stay, there should
be a clearly outlined process where students are
referred to PARSA or ANUSA for emergency
accommodation assistance or housing support if they
are in need of it. Additionally, students should be clearly
informed that if they fall foul of exploitative landlords
they can receive help with tenancy issues from PARSA
and ANUSA.
Clear records should be kept of students who do not
have secure accommodation or who are staying in
temporary accommodation without subsequent plans,
and this information should be passed on to PARSA or
ANUSA in a way that respects the privacy of students
while ensuring they receive the help that they need.
Any rejections, or rejected requests for support, given
by ANU Accommodation Services for on-campus
accommodation or accommodation support in general
should include information about PARSA and ANUSA
emergency accommodation grants and support, so that
students have a place to go when they are feeling
worried, stressed, or anxious. This should also include
information about the PARSA and ANUSA Student
Assistance Unit and free legal services.
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