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Homeless in Aotearoa New Zealand 
—paradise lost
Frank Frizelle

Homelessness is one thing I have been  
fortunate to avoid so far in my life. 
I have had little to do with homeless  

people until recently, other than walking past 
them in shop doorways and seeing them when 
they have been often admitted acutely, with  
various ailments, under my care in the past (espe-
cially in the middle of winter). Most have been 
keen to get out of hospital as fast as possible and I 
have often thought, after talking with them, how 
lucky I was—and thought to myself, after listening 
to what has happened to them, “there but through 
the grace of God go I”. 

More recently I have been forced to re-exam-
ine the issues that homeless people are living with 
and society’s reactions to them, after a group of 
homeless men and women moved onto a section 
I own in central Christchurch. For over 9 months 
the local council and police did a good job provid-
ing support for these people and were tolerant 
of their presence. These homeless people devel-
oped a garden and had pet ducks, however, had 
no toilet facilities or running water. While they 
generally kept to themselves and lived in a sort 
of symbiotic relationship with the community, at 
times they partied and upset some local residents. 
As a result, eventually a few residents complained 
about this group to the Council and to the media. 
They were noticed, and the inevitable rules and 
regulations of society took over.

This meant that these homeless people had to 
move off the previously unused, vacant section, 
and back into areas such as shopping streets, 
doorways and the local parks, where none of 
the council requirements that forced them away 
were going to be met. What did surprise me was 
how intolerant a few well-off people are to the 
homeless, and the way the media tried to distort 
the story and continued to support urban myths 
about the homeless.

There is increasing literature about homeless-
ness in New Zealand and some key points are 
worth reflecting on.

Homelessness is common and increasing. The 
2018 Census identified 102,123 people as severely 
housing deprived, which is nearly 2.2% of the 
population. This figure includes people living in 

“Uninhabitable housing”, a statistic measured for 
the first time in the 2018 Census. If one excludes 
the “Uninhabitable housing” category, 41,724 peo-
ple (or nearly 0.9% of the population) were identi-
fied as severely housing deprived. Compared with 
2013, the rate of severe housing deprivation in 
2018 had increased by 0.9% per 10,000 people, an 
increase of about 4,400 people.1 

There is considerable geographical variation 
in homelessness within New Zealand. The highest 
rates of severe housing deprivation were found in 
Northland, Gisborne and Auckland; the lowest in 
Canterbury, Taranaki and Southland.1

Māori and young people are the most affected 
groups (see Figures 3 and 4). 

The average life expectancy of those chron-
ically homeless is significantly reduced. One study 
found the average life span of a homeless person 
was shorter by approximately 17.5 years than 
that recorded for the general population. The 
average age at death of a homeless male was 56.27 
years old (SD 10.38), and 52.00 years old (SD 9.85) 
for a homeless female. Other studies have found 
greater impact, with one suggesting the life expec-
tancy of a chronically homeless male is 48 years.6

There are high rates of mental illness and sub-
stance abuse amongst the homeless. Epidemi-
ological studies have consistently found that at 
least 25–30% of homeless persons have a severe 
mental illness such as schizophrenia and sub-
stance abuse. At the same time, the deleterious 
effects of homelessness on mental health have 
been established by research going back decades. 
There is a bi-directional relationship between 
mental ill health and homelessness.7

For many homeless, this is a temporary dis-
tressing issue; however, there is a small per-
centage of homeless people for whom this is a 
long-term issue. Many homeless are Māori and 
Pasifika peoples, and people with mental illness 
and substance abuse issues that are made worse 
by homelessness. The impact of homelessness on 
life expectancy is significant. Managing homeless-
ness by moving people on as misbehaving youths 
is not the answer. After these recent severe 
storms there may be an increase in homelessness 
in the regions, despite whatever initial support is 
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put in place. Though in this post-COVID lockdown 
period, society appears to have become less tol-
erant and considerate. Compassion, and toler-
ance are required, and the understanding that no 

one wants to be homeless—and that while it is as 
much a medical issue as it is social, it should not 
be considered criminal.

Figure 1: Compared with other countries New Zealand has high rates of homelessness.2
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Figure 2: Most homeless people are only transitionally homeless, though about 5% are chronically homeless.3 

Figure 3: The severely housing deprived population was disproportionately young, with nearly 50% aged  
under 25 years.4

Figure 4: Rates of severe housing deprivation are highest among Pasifika and Māori young people.5
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