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Increased rates of preventable infectious disease likely as housing costs rise

The Public Health Association says the major new report released today on housing needs in New Zealand paints a grim picture for child health.

The Child Poverty Action Group report Room for Improvement reveals the number of households needing government assistance to pay for housing is growing by about 2,500 a year and that 90 percent of overcrowded houses had children living in them.

PHA director Dr Gay Keating says inadequate and overcrowded housing is contributing to New Zealand’s poor child health statistics. Dr Keating says overcrowded housing is clearly associated with rises in infectious diseases such as preventable lung infections, skin and stomach infections.

The PHA is becoming increasingly disturbed by data showing areas with overcrowded housing such as Counties-Manukau report twice the national average rate for meningococcal infection in children under the age of one year.

“Room for Improvement reports as many as one in three Pacific Island children living in Auckland live in overcrowded housing.”

Dr Keating says rising housing costs are also depriving children of enough nutritious food, which can lead to infections. She says the latest Otago University Estimated Family Cost survey reports food costs for a family of two adults and two teenagers has risen to $231.00 per week. Foodbanks report people coming in for help have about $145.00 left after paying the median housing cost.

“Remember the television bank advertisement where the population of New Zealand is shrunk to 100 people.  Another interesting statistic to add to the picture is that 7.5 of our children would be living in poverty.”

The PHA is supporting recommendations in the CPAG report calling for government to accord the adequate housing of children the same priority it gives to the future retirement income of the baby boom generation. It says central and local government policies should promote housing options for families that reduce the incidence of overcrowding.
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