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Disclaimer
This report has been prepared for information and discussion purposes only. It draws 
on publicly available data, limited organisational records, and secondary sources. 
While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, the analysis is indicative and 
should not be relied upon as a definitive statement of fact.

The findings do not constitute financial, legal, or policy advice, nor do they represent 
the formal position of any organisation referenced. Responsibility for interpretation, 
conclusions, and recommendations rests solely with the authors. Readers are 
encouraged to seek independent professional advice before making decisions based 
on this report.

The three key organisations, Kawerau District Council, Ngāti Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau 
Settlement Trust, and Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau Hauora, accept no liability for any loss 
or damage arising directly or indirectly from the use of, or reliance on, this report.



1  Whakarāpopototanga Matua

Background and Context Current Market Conditions1.1  1.2  
On 6 August 2025, Te Tohu o Te Ora o Ngāti Awa 
convened the Eastern Bay of Plenty Housing 
Association Hui, establishing a collaborative 
framework between iwi, local government, health 
providers, and central government agencies to 
advance regional housing solutions. Subsequently, 
Matatu (Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau Hauora – Housing 
wāhanga) hosted a targeted hui on 20 August 
2025, engaging the Kawerau District Council, 
Ngāti Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau Settlement Trust, 
and Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau Hauora. This report 
provides an evidence-based assessment of 
Kawerau’s housing ecosystem in response to these 
strategic engagements.

The analysis reveals significant dysfunction within 
Kawerau’s housing market. Rental affordability has 
deteriorated substantially, with costs now exceeding 
both historical norms and national benchmarks. While 
homeownership rates appear favourable statistically, 
market accessibility remains severely constrained for 
emerging households, with the vast majority unable to 
achieve homeownership under current conditions.

Economic fundamentals present additional challenges, 
with household and per capita incomes falling below 
national averages while benefit dependency affects 
a significant proportion of residents. Housing quality 
standards are compromised, with substantial portions 
of the housing stock experiencing moisture issues and 
overcrowding. These converging factors contribute to 
adverse social outcomes, including welfare dependency, 
compromised health indicators, and persistent 
intergenerational disadvantage.

Executive Summary
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Gap Analysis1.3  
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Six structural gaps define Kawerau’s housing crisis:

Social housing supply: Only 56 subsidised units exist 
(2% of stock, vs 4.5% nationally). The official waitlist 
of 90 households understates need—crowding, food 
parcel dependence, and benefit reliance indicate 
hidden demand in the hundreds if not thousands.

Assisted rental and ownership pathways: No rent-
to-own, shared equity, or community land trust 
options exist. Families must leap from subsidised 
housing into full-market conditions, an impossible 
transition for most.

Papakāinga development: Whenua Māori (4,321 
hectares across 34 blocks) represents Kawerau’s 
largest long-term housing opportunity but is 
effectively  excluded from the continuum due to 
infrastructure deficits, regulatory complexity, and 
finance barriers.

Emergency housing model: Reliance on motels 
has cost $2.38 million in 14 months but provides 
poor, unstable, and stigmatised environments for 
families, trapping them in dependency.

Kāinga kore and hidden homelessness: Rough 
sleeping is low, but overcrowding and unsafe 
temporary arrangements are widespread. 
Without dedicated shortstay facilities, crises 
escalate into family violence, unmanaged mental 
health needs, or justice involvement.

Housing repairs and maintenance: No active 
programme currently addresses the poor quality 
of housing stock, despite past initiatives by MSD 
and TPK. Repair schemes would lift the liveability 
of existing homes, reduce health costs, and ease 
housing pressures by returning uninhabitable 
dwellings to the pool.

While signalling austerity measures, the central government is also 
examining social return on investment. Of all investments, housing is 

among the most significant.
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2   He Kupu Arataki

Housing is one of the most powerful determinants of 
individual, whānau, and community wellbeing. In Kawerau, 
where 63% of residents identify as Māori, the condition of 
the housing system directly influences social cohesion, 
cultural identity, and economic participation. A secure 
home provides not only shelter, but also the foundation for 
intergenerational stability, learning, and resilience.

Yet Kawerau faces one of the most acute housing crises in 
Aotearoa. Despite a headline homeownership rate above 
70%, deep structural barriers block families from entering 
affordable rental or ownership pathways. Nearly one in five 
residents now relies on income support, with housing stress 
as a central driver. 

Emergency housing demand is rising, social housing 
meets only half of the current need, and there are virtually 
no assisted ownership options. The result is a broken 
housing continuum, forcing whānau into cycles of crisis, 
overcrowding, or permanent precarity.

How can Kawerau shift from this trajectory of systemic 
housing failure to one where housing becomes the 
anchor for whānau wellbeing, economic participation, and 
community resilience?

This snapshot report positions housing as Kawerau’s most 
powerful lever for long-term transformation. It proposes 
an integrated approach expanding social housing, building 
assisted ownership pathways, and unlocking papakāinga 
development—to break cycles of dependency, restore 
participation, and uplift whānau wellbeing. The strategic 
choice is clear: continue absorbing escalating social 
and fiscal costs, or deliberately invest in housing as the 
foundation for a healthier, more resilient Kawerau.

Introduction
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Limitations2.1  
This report is a desktop-only analysis, based primarily on publicly available datasets with some organisational material 
used for triangulation. As such, the findings provide an indicative rather than a definitive view of housing in Kawerau.

Key limitations include:

Data constraints: 
Available sources are limited, 
uneven in quality, and often 

outdated or aggregated, 
reducing precision at the local 

level.

Absence of whānau voice: 
No systematic community 

survey or engagement 
process was undertaken, 

meaning lived experience is 
not fully reflected.

Contextual volatility: 
Policy settings, funding streams, 
and market conditions remain 

fluid, so recommendations may 
shift as circumstances change.
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3  Ngā Take Noho Kāinga ki Kawerau
Upstream Drivers of Housing Pressure in Kawerau

Figure 1: Kawerau vs NZ - Beneficiaries as Percentage of Population Kawerau District New Zealand

Income Support and Housing Costs3.1  
Currently, 1,326 Kawerau residents (17.3% of the population) receive income support, representing the highest rate 
since records began (Infometrics, 2025). This figure reflects structural pressures within a housing market where rental 
costs have significantly outpaced household income growth. With accommodation costs consuming nearly 25% of the 
average household income, families face reduced capacity for investment in education, skills development, and economic 
participation.
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Rental Market Dynamics3.2

Housing stress is not only about affordability but also suitability. In 2023, 11% of households in Kawerau were officially 
classified as “crowded” under the Canadian National Occupancy Standard (CNOS), nearly double the national average 
of 6.2% (Stats NZ, 2023). Overcrowding is a clear signal of systemic under-supply, forcing whānau into arrangements 
that compromise privacy, wellbeing, and children’s education. These conditions overlap with affordability challenges, as 
households unable to afford separate rentals often double up with relatives, further obscuring the true scale of unmet 
housing need.

Compounding this are quality concerns. A national housing report found that 31.2% of homes in Kawerau were affected by 
dampness—among the highest rates in Aotearoa (Stuff, 2020). Poor housing quality increases respiratory illness, particularly 
among tamariki, and worsens the mental health burden. Kawerau already records disproportionately high mental health 
service presentation rates: 7.1% in 2022 compared with the national average of 4.4% (Infometrics, 2022). While MSD and 
TPK have previously run repair schemes, their absence today leaves whānau with no pathway to remediate unsafe or damp 
homes, perpetuating preventable illness and hidden homelessness.

For much of the past two decades, Kawerau’s rental market provided households with a relative affordability advantage 
compared to the rest of Aotearoa. In 2000, local households spent 13.9% of their income on rent, compared to 19.6% 
nationally. This buffer held steady for nearly 20 years, enabling whānau to direct resources into other areas of wellbeing 
and participation.

That advantage has now reversed. By 2025, the proportion of household income spent on rent in Kawerau has risen 
to 24.6%, surpassing the national benchmark of 22.1% for the first time (Infometrics, 2025). Weekly rents increased 134% 
between 2018 and 2025, a rate far beyond income growth, reflecting sustained supply constraints and intensifying 
demand.

The consequence is a system imbalance rather than simply higher prices. Rental turnover has slowed, with bond 
registrations falling and only one property available for lease in August 2025. Households are staying put even when 
conditions are unsuitable, reducing mobility and contributing to overcrowding. 
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Homeownership Access Constraints3.3
Kawerau maintains one of New Zealand’s highest homeownership rates at 72.1%, yet this statistic masks significant barriers for 
new market entrants. Fewer than 25% of households with children qualify for mortgages on existing properties, while fewer 
than 17% can access new builds priced between $661,000 and $710,000.

New Zealand Rental to income proportion  
Kawerau Rental to income proportion

Kawerau vs NZ - Rental to Income Proportion
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Figure 2: Kawerau Comparison – Rental to Income Proportion

Correcting this imbalance is fundamental to restoring stability across the housing continuum. Expanding fit-for-purpose rental 
supply at the affordable end of the market, alongside mechanisms that improve circulation of existing stock, will reduce rent-
toincome pressure and create stepping stones toward ownership. Without these interventions, the barriers to homeownership 
outlined in Section 3.3 will remain insurmountable for many, locking younger families out of long-term wealth creation and
community retention.
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4  Te Anga Kōtuitui Kāinga 
The Housing Continuum Framework

Understanding Kawerau’s housing 
challenges requires analysis across the 
complete accommodation spectrum, 
from emergency housing through to 
private homeownership. Alongside these 
housing types, the quality and repair of 
existinghousing stock remains critical to the 
functioning of the continuum, given the high 
prevalence of damp and unsafe homes in 
Kawerau. This continuum approach reveals 
where interventions are most needed and 
how different housing types interact to 
create (or constrain) housing pathways for 
residents.

Emergency Housing4.1  
Emergency housing provides temporary accommodation for households facing immediate housing crises, typically for periods 
up to 12 weeks. This housing type responds to urgent need where households have no alternative accommodation options and
requires high levels of government subsidy. 

In Kawerau, emergency housing primarily operates through the Kawerau Thermal Motel and other commercial 
accommodations not designed for residential use. 
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5  He Ara Whakawhanake Whenua Māori
Whenua Māori and Development Opportunities

Whenua Māori in Kawerau represents one of the district’s greatest long-term opportunities for housing and community 
development. The Māori Land spatial dataset identifies 34 blocks, covering 4,321 hectares and administered through Ahu Whenua 
and Whānau Trusts (Ministry of Justice, 2017). These holdings include significant parcels such as Kawerau A8D (171 hectares, site of 
the Te Ahi o Maui geothermal power station), Kawerau A Section 4 (184 hectares), and Kawerau A Section 10 (368 hectares).

Collectively, they encompass a mix of exotic forestry (2,172 hectares), podocarp broadleaved forest (733 hectares), and productive 
agricultural land (806 hectares), underscoring their economic and cultural value. Despite this scale and potential, whenua Māori 
does not currently provide viable housing options for whānau experiencing immediate or moderate housing stress. Unlike other 
parts of the continuum—emergency, social, assisted, or private housing—Māori land is largely inaccessible as a practical solution in 
the short to medium term. 
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Progress on papakāinga in Kawerau is slowed by a cluster of interrelated obstacles.

Taken together, these barriers inflate costs, delay delivery, and reduce certainty for trusts 
and whānau. Even when demand is high and benefits clear, papakāinga development 

cannot meet immediate housing needs. Until structural barriers are addressed, whenua 
Māori will remain an underutilised asset rather than a core contributor to Kawerau’s 

housing continuum.

Regulatory complexity: 

Papakāinga development 
requires extensive 

engagement with Te Ture 
Whenua Māori and the Māori 

Land Court. Multipleowner 
consents, court orders, and 
trust governance processes 

create long and costly project 
lead times, stretching the 

administrative capacity of land 
trusts.

Infrastructure gaps:

Many land blocks lack 
wastewater, stormwater, or 
road connections. Bringing 
services to multiply-owned 
land is expensive, with costs 

often exceeding project 
budgets. For example, 
Kawerau A5a faced a 

$500,000 charge to connect 
to the nearest substation, 

reflecting the scale of 
infrastructure challenges.

Environmental overlays:

Land within biodiversity 
or conservation zones 

requires additional 
assessments, reporting, 
and mitigation, adding 
cost and time. These 

requirements can make 
even modest projects 

financially unviable.

Financing constraints:

Collective ownership 
structures limit access 
to standard mortgage 

products, as banks 
require individual title 

for security. Alternative 
lending is available but 
typically involves higher 

interest rates or restrictive 
conditions, further 

constraining viability.
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6  He Arotakenga Umanga
Organisational Analysis

Tūwharetoa mai Kawerau ki te Tai Settlement Trust6.1
The Settlement Trust’s housing activities remain modest relative to its overall asset portfolio and development capacity, but 
they continue to demonstrate both intent and potential. The River Road development, completed in 2025, produced two 
standalone houses. While limited in scale, the project represented a significant milestone – signalling the Trust’s intention to 
move from aspiration to tangible delivery. 

The Trust also holds well-positioned land assets, including 2.42 hectares at Hardie Avenue, and five vacant town sections with 
residential zoning and services already in place. This provides a strong foundation for future housing development. While no
specific timeline or funding commitment has yet been confirmed, the Trust remains open and prepared to activate 
development pathways once conditions are more favourable.

A key enabler for scaling up housing has always been the prospect of government coinvestment in infrastructure. Such 
support would strengthen the financial viability of projects, reduce upfront capital pressure, and create confidence for more 
ambitious delivery. 
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Kawerau District Council 6.2  
The recent development and adoption of the Eastern Bay Spatial Plan 
provides planning pathways for the district, identifying the need for 650 
new dwellings over the next 30 years. 

The Council’s housing initiatives address market failures in the affordable 
ownership and seniors’ downsizing segments of the continuum. These 
interventions represent public sector responses to private market 
inadequacy but demonstrate mixed effectiveness in addressing overall 
housing supply constraints.

The Central Cove Development provides 31 house-and-land packages 
targeted at higher-income-level homebuyers. With some sections 
remaining unsold, the development illustrates demand-supply mismatches 
or pricing constraints that limit market absorption. The Porritt Glade 
Lifestyle Village operates 29 retirement units under a Right to Occupy 
model, with reasonable success  within the seniors’ housing niche, 
providing quality, healthy homes and freeing up existing family-sized homes 
to the open market.

The Stoneham Park development, targeting approximately 104 dwellings. 
aimed to address housing supply constraints, the development’s 
dependence on market uptake creates delivery risks given Kawerau’s 
constrained income profile.

Funding of $4.16 million through Better Off provides initial capital while 
insulating ratepayers from development risks. However, the model’s long-
term sustainability depends on sales revenue and market demand. The 
residential growth precinct, in effect across the development as part of 
District Plan Change 4, enables the opportunity for duplex development, 
intergenerational living, and a house with income.

15



Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau Hauora6.3
Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau Hauora operates at the social end of the housing continuum, providing non-property interventions that 
support whānau through emergency and transitional accommodation, while working towards long-term housing stability. The 
withdrawal of central government funding, without adequate follow-up interventions, has left many vulnerable whānau without 
the dedicated housing supports they previously relied upon. Despite this challenge, the Hauora offers a suite of kaupapa and 
services that provide housing support:

The Hauora has explored the Community Housing Provider (CHP) pathway as a means to expand from crisis response into 
permanent housing, with access to IRRS and Operating Supplement subsidies. However, recent government policy shifts and 
the significant financial resources required have created major barriers. As a result, the Hauora has paused its CHP application 
until conditions become more favourable.

Mahi Turuki – Life Skills Wānanga: A tikanga-based wānanga that builds strong foundations for whānau identity, 
develops practical housing and budgeting skills, supports housing plans, and incorporates traditional healing therapies.

Triage and Referrals: Advocacy for whānau engaging with WINZ, MSD, and other agencies to secure entitlements, 
financial assistance, and emergency housing options.

Whānau Ora Navigators: Navigators walking alongside whānau to address broader needs beyond housing — including 
health, education, employment, and wellbeing — ensuring stability across multiple domains of life.

Kaumātua Safety and Elder Abuse Prevention: Ensuring kaumātua and kuia are in safe and secure homes, with 
responsive support to address any instances of elder abuse or unsafe housing conditions.

Whānau Intensive Services: Wraparound case management for complex whānau experiencing challenges such as 
addiction, violence, mental health needs, and intergenerational trauma, with housing stability as a central goal.
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7  Ngā Āputa Kāinga ki Kawerau
Kawerau Housing Gaps Analysis

Gap: Social Housing Supply7.1

The review of Kawerau’s housing system highlights structural gaps that span the entire continuum. These gaps are not marginal; 
they represent systemic weaknesses that trap whānau in cycles of dependency, erode community wellbeing, and incur significant 
fiscal costs. Addressing them requires coordinated, multi-agency investment that is scaled to the level of need rather than the size 
of the official waiting list.

Current state: Kawerau has only 56 social housing units (45 Kāinga Ora, 11 community provider), representing just 2% 
of the district’s stock, compared with 4.5% nationally. The official waiting list indicates 90 households, but this figure
significantly underestimates the actual demand. With average household incomes ($98,572) and per capita incomes 
($35,107) significantly below national levels (Infometrics, 2025a, 2025b), large segments of the population struggle 
to sustain private rents, consuming 24.6% of their income. Crowding (11% of households vs 6.2% nationally, Stats NZ, 
2023), high dampness rates (31.2% of homes, Stuff, 2020), and reliance on food parcels confirm that many whānau in 
need are not registering.

Implication: The mismatch creates a bottleneck where whānau remain trapped in emergency housing or 
overcrowded rentals. Housing stress also fuels high benefit reliance (17.3% of the population on income support) and 
elevated mental health presentations (7.1% in 2022 vs 4.4% nationally, Infometrics, 2022).

Gap response: Expansion of social housing must be substantial and multistreamed—Kāinga Ora delivery, local CHPs, 
and iwi-led developments. An idealistic goal would be to triple the stock to 150–180 units over the next decade, with 
provision specifically targeted at low-income whānau, large families, and those living in overcrowded dwellings.

Theory of Change: Expanding stock enables whānau to exit crisis housing → reduces benefit reliance → stabilises 
tamariki education and whānau wellbeing.
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Gap: Assisted Ownership and Rental Pathways Gap: Papakāinga Development Barriers7.2 7.3

Current state: 
Kawerau has virtually no assisted rental or 
ownership options such as rent-to-buy, shared 
equity, or community land trusts. Families are 
forced to leap from subsidised rentals into full-
market housing, which few can sustain given 
affordability thresholds (fewer than 25% of 
households with children can afford an existing 
home; fewer than 17% can access new builds).

Implication: 
Households either remain in social housing longer 
than necessary, creating blockages, or cycle back 
into emergency housing when private rents or 
mortgages prove unsustainable.

Gap response: 
Establish a suite of assisted models—shared equity, 
iwi-led rent-toown schemes, and community land 
trusts—that can provide 20–30 transition units over 
a five-year period. These pathways would help 
stabilise household wealth creation and retain 
younger families in Kawerau’s demographic base.

Theory of Change: 
Shared equity/rent-to-buy → builds equity → 
stabilises tenure → retains younger families.

Current state: 
Kawerau has 34 Māori land blocks totalling 4,321 
hectares. While culturally rich and strategically 
significant, development remains constrained by 
regulatory complexity (Māori Land Court processes 
and owner consent), infrastructure deficits (e.g., 
a $500,000 substation connection for A5a), 
environmental overlays, and a lack of mortgage 
eligibility due to collective ownership.

Implication: 
Despite high whānau demand, whenua Māori is not 
a functioning part of Kawerau’s housing continuum. 
Families in crisis cannot access it, and the timeframes 
for project delivery (often years) mean it cannot 
currently respond to urgent housing pressures.

Gap response: 
Establish a dedicated papakāinga acceleration 
programme with three elements:
1.	 Upfront Crown–Māori co-investment in infrastructure,
2.	 Regulatory fast-tracking through dedicated Māori Purpose

Zones, and
3.	 Alternative finance instruments aligned with collective

ownership. Target: 40– 60 papakāinga units in five years, 
unlocking whenua Māori as a core housing pathway.

Theory of Change: 
Co-invested papakāinga unlocks intergenerational 
housing → strengthens cultural identity → reduces 
long-term state dependency.
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Gap: Emergency Housing Model Gap: Kāinga Kore and Short-Stay Housing7.4 7.5

Current state: 
Reliance on motels and commercial 
accommodation has cost $2.38 million over 14 
months. These facilities are unsuitable for families, 
lack stability, and stigmatise residents.

Implication: 
Emergency housing disrupts employment, 
schooling, and whānau stability, while also 
representing poor value for public money. 
Motel-based provision perpetuates cycles of 
dependence instead of acting as a bridge to 
stability.

Gap response: 
Replace motels with 15–20 purpose-built 
transitional units designed for whānau, with 
kitchen facilities, schooling access, and 
wraparound support. Units should be time-limited 
(8–12 weeks) with guaranteed pathways into 
longerterm housing.

Theory of Change: 
Purpose-built transitional housing → reduces 
motel churn → creates stable bridges into long-
term housing.

Current state: 
While visible rough sleeping is limited, hidden 
homelessness is significant—whānau couch-surfing, 
doubling up in crowded houses, or remaining 
in unsafe environments. Stats NZ (2023) shows 
Kawerau’s crowding levels are almost double the 
national average. Local providers report that unsafe 
and unstable arrangements often escalate into family 
violence, unmanaged mental health crises, or justice 
involvement.

Implication: 
The absence of safe short-stay facilities means 
individuals in crisis either remain in unsafe housing, 
enter emergency accommodation, or become visible 
homeless. This drives reactive demand on police, 
health, and justice systems.

Gap response: 
Develop dedicated Kāinga Kore facilities that 
function as respite care, crisis response, and hauora-
integrated stabilisation housing. These should be 
community-led, culturally grounded, and designed 
as preventative infrastructure to reduce long-term 
service costs.

Theory of Change: 
Dedicated Kāinga Kore facilities provide short-
stay stabilisation + hauora wraparound → prevent 
escalation into justice, ED, or welfare crises.
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Gap: Housing Repairs and Maintenance7.6

Current state: 
A significant proportion of Kawerau’s housing stock is 
old, damp, or in disrepair. National data shows 31.2% of 
homes locally are affected by dampness (Stuff, 2020), 
contributing to respiratory illness and unsafe living 
conditions. Despite these needs, there is currently 
no dedicated repair programme operating in the 
district. MSD and Te Puni Kōkiri have previously offered 
targeted housing repair initiatives, but these have been 
discontinued or limited in reach.

Implication: 
Without access to repair and maintenance funding, 
whānau remain in substandard conditions that directly 
compromise health, safety, and wellbeing. Poor-quality 
housing also exacerbates overcrowding pressures, as 
uninhabitable rooms or dwellings are effectively lost 
from the stock.

Gap response: 
Establish a locally delivered housing repairs programme, 
cofunded by central government and iwi/community 
providers. This would restore MSD/TPK-style supports, 
targeting insulation, heating, roof and plumbing repairs, 
and accessibility modifications. 

Theory of Change: 
Targeted housing repairs → healthier homes → reduced 
hospitalisation → enhanced whānau stability.
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8  He Kupu Whakakapi 
Conclusion

Kawerau’s housing crisis is not a temporary fluctuation but a structural breakdown that undermines whānau wellbeing, 
community cohesion, and economic participation. Rising rents, limited social housing, blocked ownership pathways, and 
underutilised whenua Māori drive cycles of overcrowding, dependency, and poor health. 

Housing is the most powerful lever for change. The theory of change is simple: secure housing creates stability; stability 
enables participation in education, work, and community; participation reduces reliance on welfare, health, and justice 
systems; and reduced dependency delivers measurable fiscal savings and intergenerational wellbeing.

The recommended interventions — social housing expansion, assisted ownership, papakāinga acceleration, emergency 
housing reform, Kāinga Kore facilities, and a dedicated housing repairs programme; form an integrated continuum that can 
shift Kawerau from crisis response to resilience. Each investment yields significant social return: fewer emergency housing 
costs, better health outcomes, stronger whānau, and longterm economic gains. 

The cost of inaction is already greater than the cost of investment.
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