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The Pandemic and International 

Students in the Private Rental Sector

3URIHVVRU�$ODQ�0RUULV��7KH�876�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�3XEOLF�3ROLF\�DQG�*RYHUQDQFHb�,33*���
&DWKHULQHb+DVWLQJV��(PPD�0LWFKHOO��5HVHDUFK�$VVRFLDWHV��,33*�
DQGb*DE\b5DPLD�b$VVRFLDWHb3URIHVVRU��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�*RYHUQPHQW�DQG�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�5HODWLRQV�
DWbWKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�6\GQH\

Over the last two decades, 

international students have become 

a vibrant and key part of Australian 

community life and major contributors 

WR�WKH�HFRQRP\��+RZHYHU��GHVSLWH�
their centrality, in the current 

period they have been profoundly 

let-down by the Federal Government. 

7KHb��������LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VWXGHQWVb� 
that were still in Australia at the 

time of the lockdown in March have 

been particularly hard-hit by the 

SDQGHPLF��7KH�)HGHUDO�*RYHUQPHQWōV�
UHIXVDO�WR�H[WHQG�PRQHWDU\�EHQHƓWV�
to international students means 

that they are totally reliant on their 

own resources, and those of their 

families, patchy support from state 

DQG�ORFDO�JRYHUQPHQWV��VWXGHQWVō�
RZQ�HGXFDWLRQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV��LQbVRPH�
cases) and various charities. This article 

draws on a large-scale survey we 

conducted on international students in 

the private rental sector in Melbourne 

and Sydney in the latter part of 2019 

(the survey closed in early December, 

so pre Covid-19).2�7KHbVXUYH\�
elicited just over 7,000 valid 

UHVSRQVHV��:HbIRFXVHG�RQ�DOO�WKUHH�
post-secondary sectors — universities, 

English Language Colleges (ELICOS) 

DQG�9RFDWLRQDO�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�7UDLQLQJ�
�9(7��3 It also draws on 11 interviews 

conducted with international students 

after the Covid-19 lockdown.

The vast majority of international 

students are dependent on the private 

rental sector for their accommodation. 

7KHbJRYHUQPHQWōV������,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
Student Survey,4 which provides the 

latest publicly available information 

on accommodation, established that 

��bSHUbFHQW�RI�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�WHUWLDU\�
VWXGHQWV�UHQWHG�D�KRXVH��ŴDW�RU�
URRP����bSHUbFHQW�ZHUH�LQ�XQLYHUVLW\�
residences or student hostels 

DQG��bSHUbFHQW�ZHUH�LQ�KRPHVWD\��
2QO\b��bSHUbFHQW�ZHUH�VWD\LQJ�ZLWK�
IULHQGV�RU�UHODWLYHV��7KXVbDURXQG�
WKUHHbTXDUWHUV�RI�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�

students were paying rent to a 

landlord / real estate agent, a host 

family or their educational institution.

)LQDQFLDO�DQG�+RXVLQJ�
Circumstance of 
International Students
Our own study found that a large 

proportion of international students 

in the private rental sector were in 

a precarious situation prior to the 

SDQGHPLF��7KXV�bLQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�
question, Ō5RXJKO\�VSHDNLQJ��KRZ�
much income do you receive from 
all sources’����bSHUbFHQW�VDLG�WKDW�
their income was less than $300 a 

week. In the context of the Sydney 

and Melbourne rental market,5 

this is obviously a minimal amount 

and below the poverty line, which 

in March 2019 for a single person 

not in the workforce was $429.40 

a week including housing.6

The limited income of many students 

LV�UHŴHFWHG�LQ�WKHLU�KRXVLQJ�VLWXDWLRQ��
One in four students shared their 

bedroom with someone who was not 

WKHLU�SDUWQHU�DQG����bSHUbFHQW�KDG�
to share with more than one person. 

5HPDUNDEO\��DURXQG�WKUHHbSHUbFHQW�

(218 of the 6,793 students who 

answered this question) said that they 

have to hotbed, that is, their bed was 

ŌRQO\�DYDLODEOH�IRU�D�IHZ�KRXUV�D�GD\ō��
and someone else may use it at other 

WLPHV��$�SDUWLFXODUO\�GLVWXUELQJ�ƓQGLQJ�
ZDV�WKDW���bSHUbFHQW�RI�UHVSRQGHQWV�
DQVZHUHG�LQ�WKH�DIƓUPDWLYH�ZKHQ�
asked, ‘In the last year, have you ever 
felt that you could become homeless?’

7KH�ƓQDQFLDO�VWUHVV�RI�D�VXEVWDQWLDO�
proportion of international students 

LV�LOOXVWUDWHG�LQ�7DEOH����2QH�LQ�ƓYH�
students went without meals because 

of a shortage of money. A similar 

proportion were unable to heat or 

cool their home adequately, four 

in ten had to borrow money from 

friends or family and around one in 

ten had to pawn or sell something.

The Importance of Employment 
for Paying the Rent
An important reality for many 

international students is that their 

capacity to pay the rent is dependent 

RQ�WKHP�EHLQJ�HPSOR\HG��-XVWbRYHU�
IRXU�LQ�WHQ����bSHUbFHQW��ZHUH�
employed at the time of our survey. 

Of those with a paid job, just over 

Table 1. International students under stress
Over the past year, since you started renting, have any of the 

following happened to you because of a shortage of money?

Answered 
“Yes”

+DG�WR�ERUURZ�PRQH\�IURP�IULHQGV�RU�IDPLO\" ��bSHUbFHQW

Could not afford to buy prescribed textbook/s? ��bSHUbFHQW

Unable to cool your home adequately? ��bSHUbFHQW

Unable to heat your home adequately? ��bSHUbFHQW

Went without meals? ��bSHUbFHQW

Pawned or sold something to get money? ��bSHUbFHQW

+DG�WURXEOH�SD\LQJ�\RXU�HOHFWULFLW\�RQ�WLPH" ��bSHUbFHQW

Asked welfare/community organisations for help? �bSHUbFHQW
6RXUFH��$XVWUDOLDQ�5HVHDUFK�&RXQFLO�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�6WXGHQWV�+RXVLQJ�6XUYH\��������Q�LV�!� �WR��������8QZHLJKWHG�
data collected from 42 educational institutions in Sydney and Melbourne metro areas in the second half of 2019.
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half agreed or strongly agreed that 

‘I worry that if I lost my job I would 

QR�ORQJHU�EH�DEOH�WR�SD\�WKH�UHQWō�
DQG���bSHUbFHQW�DJUHHG�RU�VWURQJO\�
agreed that ‘if I lose my job I would 

KDYH�ƓQDQFLDO�SUREOHPV��GLIƓFXOWLHVō��
,QWHUHVWLQJO\��RQO\���bSHUbFHQW�
said that their job is well-paid.

7KHVH�UHVXOWV�DUH�VLJQLƓFDQW�— 

WKH\bLOOXVWUDWH�WKDW�SULRU�WR�WKH�
lockdown a large proportion 

of students were in precarious 

circumstances. Most importantly 

perhaps, the data indicate that 

about a quarter of all international 

students were dependent on their 

employment to pay the rent and for 

everyday necessities. It is evident that 

after the lockdown many international 

students lost their jobs and as a result 

are struggling to pay their rent and 

even basic subsistence is a battle. 

7KLV�LV�UHŴHFWHG�LQ�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV�ZH�
have conducted since the lockdown.

The Impacts of the Lockdown
Students interviewed who did not 

have a scholarship and had lost their 

jobs were in dire straits. Not only had 

their personal income dried up, but 

they could not necessarily rely on 

family support. The lockdown in their 

home country meant that their family 

ZDV�ƓQGLQJ�LW�GLIƓFXOW�RU�LPSRVVLEOH�
to send money. Binsa (all names 

used are pseudonyms) is enrolled 

in a vocational course in hospitality. 

A day after the lock-down, she lost 

her job in an upmarket hotel:

‘So the situation now is I was 
not able to pay rent because 
I’ve been stood down from my 
job since March and … so I 
was not able to pay my full rent 
from the last week of March.’

Initially her landlord was sympathetic: 

‘They were like okay, don’t pay rent 
if you don’t have any money, we’ll 
understand’��+RZHYHU��E\�PLG�$SULO�WKH�
attitude of the landlord had shifted:

‘All of a sudden by the mid-week 
of April they were like, “Hey, you 
have this much outstanding rent 
and you have to pay it immediately 
and otherwise the landlord is going 
WR�ƓOH�WKH�FDVH�WR�WKH�7ULEXQDOŐ�
… Now I got like the termination 
letter of 6 April and now my 
ODQGORUG�KDV�DOVR�ƓOHG�D�FDVH�WR�
the Tribunal and I don’t know what 
to do … When we email about 

the rent, the agent … just says, 
“She [the landlord] doesn’t want 
WR�QHJRWLDWHŐ��$QG�VKH�ƓOHG�D�FDVH�
saying that we haven’t been able to 
pay like $1,000 that’s outstanding 
and she wants to evict us …’

Despite the moratorium on 

evictions, Binsa received a notice 

from the Tribunal to appear:

‘I checked a few things and there 
was like a condition where if the 
landlord is having hardship they can 
ƓOH�D�FDVH��EXW�DOVR�VKH�ZULWHV�LQ�WKH�
GHVFULSWLRQ�WKDW�ř�LIbZHbDUH�QRW�DEOH�
to pay whatever we are supposed to 
pay she’s going to have to evict us.’

Adding to her precarious 

situation was the inability of her 

family to transfer money.

‘I can’t go back to my country 
[and] I can’t ask for help from 
my country … There’s a curfew 
… Nothing is open and yeah, 
because of that, I can’t even 
ask help from my country.’

Aparna lost her job but fortunately, 

after a few weeks, a few of her 

shifts were restored. Like Binsa, 

her family is unable to send her 

money. She was just coping:

Ō%HIRUH�JHWWLQJ�P\�MRE�EDFN��,bKDG�WR�
cut down on fresh fruits and veggies 
and even canned food and to get 
cheap cup of noodles for every day. 
I also had to limit the quantity of 
my food to save enough money for 
UHQW�ZKLFK�ZDV�EDUHO\�HQRXJK��(YHQ�
QRZ��,ōPbKDYLQJ�WR�VWLFN�WR�FDQQHG�
food, but not as much as before.’

Some students had had a positive 

response from their landlord. Giang, 

a university student in Sydney, lost his 

MRE�DV�D�ZDLWHU�DIWHU�WKH�ORFNGRZQ��+H�
shared a room in a share house and 

was paying $150 a week before losing 

his job. After losing his job, his landlord 

reduced his rent to $110 a week:

‘Well actually the landlord was the 
one who took the initiative which 
was really kind of him. If anybody 
LQ�WKH�KRXVH�KDV�VRPH�GLIƓFXOW\�
paying the rent just tell him yeah, 
and so he reduced the rent.’

Despite his rent being reduced 

and having a scholarship, 

Giang was struggling:

‘I’m very grateful that I’m still 
getting by. I’m getting help with 
food from the charity … and just 
applied for support from my 
university. Although my restaurant 
has reopened, business is rather 
slow, so I still haven’t been called 
LQ�WR�ZRUN��%XW�VWLOO��LW�LV�YHU\�NLQG�
of my manager to ask me to come 
in for food if I have the time.’

*LDQJ�ZDV�NHHQ�WR�Ŵ\�KRPH��
EXW�WKHUH�DUH�QR�ŴLJKWV�

Conclusions
The loss of employment, the limited 

capacity of their families to assist, their 

LQDELOLW\�WR�Ŵ\�KRPH�DQG�WKH�DEVHQFH�
RI�DQ\�PHDQLQJIXO�ƓQDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�
from government, means that a 

substantial proportion of international 

students in the private rental sector 

are in dire straits. The loosening of 

the lockdown restrictions means that 

some will be reemployed in their old 

MREV�RU�ƓQG�DOWHUQDWLYH�HPSOR\PHQW��
+RZHYHU��WKH�FRPSHWLWLRQ�IRU�FDVXDO�
jobs is acuteb� and it is likely that many 

will remain unemployed. Trapped in 

Australia, with minimal or no income, 

their hold on their accommodation is 

likely to become increasingly tenuous.8
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