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When I started my role as NUS-USI president representing over 120,000 
students in further and higher education across Northern Ireland, I had 
clear goals. 

I wanted to build the power of student voice and students’ unions in further 
education colleges. To get rid of the hidden costs of education, like the huge 
equipment bills apprentices face at the start of their course. To create a 
broad spectrum of support for a fully funded, free at the point of access, 
third level education system.

Now, all I want is to make sure that every student gets through this 
academic year.  

We are living through an era when those working in students’ unions tell me 
that making food bank referrals could be their full-time job. When colleges 
have told me about students almost fainting in classrooms because they 
haven’t had anything to eat that day. When students’ unions are putting 
together rucksacks of basic toiletries and food supplies for students who 
come to them with nothing, in need of emergency support. And where 
discussions about creating ‘heat banks’ on campus where students can 
come to stay warm is the norm.

This report lays bare the scale of the financial crisis facing student 
populations in Northern Ireland right now. Rising prices driven by high 
levels of inflation is having a massive impact on society as a whole. For 
students whose incomes have remained stagnant since 2010 it is becoming 
impossible to cover even their basic bills. 

Families and friends have silently supported students for years, plugging 
a gap that should be filled by a government investing in its future – now 
these vital sources of support are being stretched to breaking point as 
everyone is tightening their belts. 

We have called our campaign “Cost of Survival” because that is what it is 
about. The “cost of living crisis” implies that society is facing a reduction in 
living standards – less disposable income, and little luxuries. 

But for thousands of students, living standards are the least of their 
worries. It is a question of basic survival. Rent, food, heat and fuel. These 
are the bills that students cannot pay this winter because they haven’t been 
given a fighting chance. 

We refuse to give out more information teaching students how to “budget 
effectively.” Or advice on how to get a second, third or fourth part-time job. 
We refuse to degrade students by implying that it is their fault that they are 
in this situation, and their problem alone to fix. 

An introduction from the 
NUS-USI President
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The Cost of Survival campaign is calling for key emergency measures to 
get students through this academic year, along with a longer-term plan to 
create an education system within which students can actually thrive. 

I would like to thank Stratagem and NUS UK for their support in preparing 
the research for this report. I would also like to especially thank the many 
students who shared their personal stories with us both online and in 
person. 

I hope that everyone reading this report takes a moment to reflect on the 
reality facing students in Northern Ireland right now and asks themselves 
if this is the foundation on which we want to build the future of our society. 
How can we thrive when so many of us are just fighting to survive? 

Chloe Ferguson, 
NUS-USI President 
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It’s been around three years since the world 
was introduced to Covid-19, a virus which 
caused a life-altering global pandemic. This 
led to millions of people around the world 
being plunged into lockdowns and massive 
restrictions placed on daily life. 

Throughout this time students struggled 
immensely with disruption to their studies, 
ability to make extra income and the limited 
opportunities for socialising and community 
building while at university and college. 

Research by NUS UK found that in March 
2021 79% of students were worried about 
their ability to cope financially, and 65% 
said that their mental health was worse than 
before the pandemic. NUS-USI campaigned 
extensively throughout this time, running 
the Students Deserve Better campaign to 
highlight the poor conditions that students 
had been left to cope with, often with little 
support. 

In some respects, this pandemic shone a 
light on the cracks in the student support 
system which had already been growing 
for years. Student finance isn’t enough to 
cover basic living costs, neither in further 
nor higher education, and when jobs in the 
hospitality and retail industry disappeared 
over night students were left without a 
safety net. Within days of the first lockdown 
NUS-USI was being sent evidence of 
landlords sending threatening letters to 
students demanding they continue to pay 
rent even if this requires them to apply to 
student hardship funds – at a time when 
homeowners were entitled to a mortgage 
freeze. 

The scale of digital inequality was laid bare 
amongst further education students as 
colleges found large numbers of students 
were trying to complete assignments on 
their phones and or lived in households 
where one laptop was shared between 
multiple people. And universities proved that 
our marketized education system doesn’t 
provide the kind of customer

1. https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/nov/19/britain-economic-woes-europe-figures-uk-inflation 
2. https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/consumerpriceinflation/october2022 
3. https://ifs.org.uk/news/inflation-hits-9-poorest-households-facing-even-higher-rates 
4. https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/autumn-statement-family-incomes-set-to-slump-as-spending-cuts-lie-ahead-warns-ippr 

 choice and rights for students that previous 
governments claimed it would by refusing 
to reduce or refund tuition fees for students 
who were receiving a drastically different 
education experience than they had been 
promised.

We advocated strongly for the government 
to use this moment to recognise the damage 
already present in the third level education 
system as a result of under investment and 
lack of support for students. But instead, 
this became a lost opportunity, and only 
consolidated problems which are once again 
rising to the surface in the Cost of Living 
crisis. 

Cost of Survival 

Rather than a period of recovery from the 
pandemic, the UK is now facing a severe 
economic crisis, and is in a worse position 
that many other countries in Western 
Europe1. 

Caused by both international factors and 
internal political decisions, the UK’s Cost 
of Living crisis has seen inflation rise to 
10.052% in January 2023. Consumer 
Prices Index was 11.1% in October 20222, 
the highest 12 month rise since records 
began in 1997 resulting in the cost of basic 
essentials like housing, food and transport 
rising month on month. 

Energy bills have seen some of the sharpest 
rises and the Institute for Fiscal studies 
reported earlier this year that inflation 
rises are hitting the poorest households the 
hardest, as they spend more of their total 
budget on gas and electric3. 

Whilst the Chancellor’s Autumn Statement 
didn’t quite announce Austerity 2.0, many 
have criticised the Budget for placing the 
burden of dealing with the crisis onto 
those who can afford it the least, with real 
household disposable income to fall by 7 per 
cent over next two years4. 

Background 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/nov/19/britain-economic-woes-europe-figures-uk-inflation
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/consumerpriceinflation/october2022
https://ifs.org.uk/news/inflation-hits-9-poorest-households-facing-even-higher-rates
https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/autumn-statement-family-incomes-set-to-slump-as-spending-cuts-lie-ahead-warns-ippr
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How are students coping? 

Not well. 

Recent data launched in October 2022 by 
NUS UK, based on a survey of over 6500 
students and apprentices, found that 92% 
of students were worried about their ability 
to manage financially, with 38% being 
“extremely” or “very concerned”. 

A quarter of students are left with less than 
£50 per month to live on after paying their 
housing costs and two thirds of students 
weren’t confident that their student finance 
was enough to cover their energy bills5. 

Almost 40% of students said the Cost of 
Living crisis had had a major impact on 
their finances, with only 6% saying it had 
no impact at all. Over a third said the crisis 
was having a major impact on someone who 
supported them financially. 

25% are relying on credit cards, while 17% 
have used credit schemes, and 9% have 
used food banks. A quarter of students said 
the crisis was having a major impact on 
their mental health. 

Students talked about eating less food than 
they need, losing sleep because of stress 
about money, and worrying about other 
family members. 

5. https://www.nus.org.uk/42_of_uk_university_students_living_off_100_or_less_a_month

Despite the stark impact the cost of living 
crisis is having on students, there was no 
mention of them in the Westminster Autumn 
Statement. 

Some attempt was made to support those 
in low-income households: the Chancellor 
committed to raising benefits and state 
pensions by 10.1% and making one-off cost 
of living payments of up to £900 for those 
on means-tested benefits. However, the 
vast majority of students are not eligible for 
benefits despite receiving very low incomes 
through student financial support. The 
Chancellor failed to mention students once 
in his speech, meaning that the thousands 
of students who are getting by on just a few 
thousand pounds per year have been left to 
cope with rising prices on their own. 

NUS-USI is campaigning on the ‘Cost of 
Survival’ not the “cost of living”. Because the 
impact of spiralling inflation rates alongside 
stagnation in student incomes is a question 
of basic survival for students from low socio-
economic backgrounds, and for those who 
are not receiving family support regardless 
of their background. Rent, food and heating 
are not luxuries they are necessities. When 
the prices keep rising but our incomes stay 
the same this represents a threat to our 
basic existence. 

Figure 1: Consumer price inflation, UK: October 2022, Office for National Statistics

https://www.nus.org.uk/42_of_uk_university_students_living_off_100_or_less_a_month
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What’s happening in Northern Ireland

In Northern Ireland the landscape for 
students is even worse than many other 
parts of the UK. Student incomes in 
Northern Ireland, both in further and higher 
education, haven’t increased with inflation 
since 2010, and rates of finance are the 
lowest in the UK. If student finance had kept 
up with the rate of inflation students today 
would see their incomes rise by 40%. 

Instead, students have been forced to make 
up this shortfall themselves through working 
extra hours outside their full-time courses 
and relying on friends and family to support 
them. Research has found that students 
in Belfast work some of the longest hours 
in the UK outside of their course of study, 
landing in the top 3 for most hours worked, 
out of a study of 35 cities6.

In Northern Ireland the cost of living crisis 
has been exacerbated by the lack of a 
functioning NI Executive. In February 2022 
the DUP withdrew from power sharing, in 
protest against the current arrangements of 
the Northern Ireland Protocol. This triggered 
legislation which allowed Departmental 
Ministers to remain in their posts as 
‘caretaker’ ministers, for up to 6 months. 

After the May election the DUP maintained 
their position and refused to enter 
government. The deadline for the 
reformation of an Executive was 31 October 
after which time the legislation gave the 
Secretary of State NI 12 weeks to call an 
election. With no Executive formed by this 
date, the Secretary of State, Chris Heaton-
Harris, decided not to call an election but 
rather has kept extending deadlines. In 
the period in between, caretaker ministers 
are no longer in place and government 
Departments are being managed by senior 
civil servants. 

This severe political turbulence has seriously 
impacted the ability of Northern Ireland’s 
government to deliver necessary support for 
those who need it during the cost of living 
crisis.

6. https://lovebelfast.co.uk/ulster-bank-student-living-index-2017/ 
7. https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20221014-what-happens-after-28-October-FINAL.pdf 
8. https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/news/lyons-announces-additional-ps28-million-student-hardship-funding 

While households around the UK have 
received payments to help manage energy 
costs, the receipt of this payment has been 
delayed in Northern Ireland due to the lack 
of a functioning Executive, and has been 
slow to roll out.

Support for students 

Without an Executive, Northern Ireland 
has failed miserably in providing students 
with the support they need to get through 
this crisis. Caretaker Ministers were unable 
to take “new, significant, cross-cutting or 
controversial”7 actions, meaning that the 
power to respond to a growing financial 
crisis was almost non-existent. 

The Department for the Economy claims 
to have made sufficient steps towards 
supporting students through the Cost 
of Living crisis8. In August the Economy 
Minister Gordon Lyons said that he had 
committed an additional £2.8 million to 
university hardship funds, and in October 
promised an uplift in maintenance loans of 
40% in the academic year 2023/24. 

On the surface these measures appear to 
be significant, but when we look deeper 
it is clear that they fall far short of a true 
attempt to resolve the problems facing 
students. 

The £2.8 million “extra” funding for student 
hardship is an increase from the baseline 
allocated prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
In a response to Assembly Question AQW 
3622/22-27, the Department has outlined 
the amount of hardship funding allocated in 
the previous 5 years:

 Financial Year Amount Allocated 
to Higher Education 
Support Funds 

£’000s 
2017/18 £2,766 
2018/19 £2,768 
2019/20 £2,784 
2020/21 £5,579 
2021/22 £3,386 

Figure 2: Higher Education Student Support Funds allocation

https://lovebelfast.co.uk/ulster-bank-student-living-index-2017/
https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20221014-what-happens-after-28-October-FINAL.pdf
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/news/lyons-announces-additional-ps28-million-student-hardship-funding
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The 2022/23 allocation of £5.6 million 
is a replication of the amount allocated 
in 2020/21. Assembly Question AQW 
3626/22-27 confirms that “Over the last five 
financial years (2017/18 to 2021/22), of the 
£17.2 million allocated to the local higher 
education institutions through the Support 
Funds, there has been an underspend of 
£18,092, representing 0.1% of the overall 
allocation.”Given that many institutions 
typically ensure they have a small 
underspend throughout the year in case of 
‘last minute’ needs from students, this is an 
extremely small and expected number.

The former Minister has maintained the 
hardship fund at 2020/21 levels despite 
a significant increase in living costs and 
clear evidence of need through a miniscule 
underspend. Rather than a significant 
increase in hardship funding designed to 
meet the needs of the cost of living crisis, 
the minister has given institutions the 
same level of funding they used just two 
years previously. While this allocation is, 
undoubtedly, valuable, it doesn’t represent 
the significant increase in hardship funding 
claimed by the Department.   

9. https://www.nus-usi.org/economy_minister_increase_student_maintenance 

The 40% increase in maintenance loans, 
whilst broadly welcomed by NUS-USI, has 
been described as “an announcement about 
greater debt” by President Chloe Ferguson9. 
She noted that as “tuition fees will increase 
by 1.8%, and the increase in funding is in 
the form of loans, “student debt is set to 
climb even higher.” 

It’s also worth noting that none of the 
described measures will provide any 
support to students in the further education 
system, and that postgraduate students 
will still be expected to cover all living costs 
themselves. The increase will also not come 
into effect until September 2023, meaning 
that current students will continue to survive 
on rates of finance set in 2010. 

https://www.nus-usi.org/economy_minister_increase_student_maintenance
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“My family have had to use savings in order to pay for heating 
so our house isn’t freezing coming into the colder months. 
We often just barely have enough to afford food buying the 
cheapest items we can. I have had to give up a number of my 
hobbies as I just can’t afford to do them anymore. As a full-
time student in a Fine Art course, I don’t get a lot of free time 
limiting my ability to get a job as most of my weekends are 
spent doing college work. I have special dietary requirements 
that require me to buy different products to avoid a reaction to 
my intolerances, however they are soon becoming unaffordable 
for me and my family, limiting what I am able to eat as a 
whole.” 
 
A student at Southern Regional College

“This term has seen a significant increase in the numbers 
of students presenting with financial issues due to the rise 
in the cost of living. A student recently came to the SU with 
major worries re their financial situation. It had got so bad 
that they were struggling to travel in to attend class and were 
extremely concerned that they were going to have to miss 
their assessment because they couldn’t afford to travel to the 
campus. 

This was causing major concern and had become a major 
roadblock to the student being able to achieve at the college. 
We were able to get emergency funding to help pay for their 
train to college and supported the student in being referred 
to a foodbank as well as providing short term support with a 
rucksack of food and toiletries. This has always been an issue 
on our campuses but the number of student presenting with 
these issues had grown these is putting more strain on the 
support systems that were not designed for the numbers who 
require them.” 
 
A staff member at South Eastern Regional College 
Students’ Union
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NI Assembly

The lack of a functioning government has 
severely impacted democratic process. 

After the Assembly election in May 2022, the 
refusal by the DUP to support the election 
of a Speaker meant that the Assembly 
could not be formed. This severely limited 
the ability of MLAs to scrutinise the work of 
caretaker Ministers. As outlined by thinktank 
Pivotal, “the absence of the Assembly means 
there is no formal scrutiny of ministers or 
civil servants by MLAs through accountability 
processes like Oral Assembly Questions and 
Assembly Committees. 

MLAs cannot fully represent their 
constituents’ interests due to a lack of 
opportunities to scrutinise the work of 
departments, hold ministers to account or 
contribute to legislation.”10 In an updated 
report, Pivotal found that by October 2022 
MLAs had submitted over 4500 Assembly 
Questions, one of the only methods of 
scrutiny which was still available11.

The current state of government in Northern 
Ireland has made it extremely difficult 
to hold leaders to account for the role in 
overseeing the wellbeing of students. No 
Economy Committee exists to scrutinise the 
work of the Department. MLAs are unable 
to hold ministers to account through Oral 
Questions, and there is a lack of scrutiny 
options around decisions being passed. NUS-
USI met with caretaker Economy Minister 
Gordon Lyons on 25 October, but with just 
days to go until he acknowledged that little 
could be committed to at this stage. 

Now that the 28 October deadline has 
passed it is extremely unclear what power 
civil servants have. Whilst we have been 
in a similar situation before, when the 
government collapsed in 2017 there was at 
least an active Programme for Government 
that civil servants could refer to. 

10. https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20220901-Pivotal-briefing-Governing-Northern-Ireland-without-an-Executive.pdf 
11. https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20221014-what-happens-after-28-October-FINAL.pdf 
12. https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20221014-what-happens-after-28-October-FINAL.pdf 
13. https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/abs/10.1377/hlthaff.2011.0746?journalCode=hlthaff 
14. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1029882.pdf 
15. https://www.aplu.org/our-work/4-policy-and-advocacy/publicuvalues/publicuvalues-resources/q4/GradsSociety.pdf 
16. https://www.uopeople.edu/blog/benefits-of-education-are-societal-and-personal/ 
17. https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/EPDC-PolicyBrief-EduInequalityViolentConflict-v4.pdf 

Now, with no agreed Programme for 
Government or Budget Northern Ireland has 
essentially ground to a halt12. 

The failure of NI’s political parties to create 
a government is directly contributing to 
the impact of the cost of living crisis on 
students, and the levels of student poverty 
that we are likely to see rise. 

Education landscape 

Whilst the impact of the current crisis 
is most acutely and immediately felt by 
students, the consequences of failing to act 
will have wider implications. 

A strong and healthy education system 
is the basis for a strong and healthy 
society. Supporting people to reach their 
full potential benefits not only them as 
an individual, but also their families, 
communities and the country as a whole. 
Everyone benefits from well-trained 
doctors, nurses, teachers, architects, 
builders, engineers, plumbers, hairdressers, 
musicians, business leaders, and child 
minders. 

Investing in education brings significant 
rewards in the long run. Evidence finds 
that people with higher levels of education 
live longer and have healthier lifestyles13. 
They are more likely to vote and engage 
with civic society14, and are twice as likely 
to volunteer15. Societies with higher levels 
of education typically have reduced crime 
rates16, less gender-based violence17 and 
higher levels of societal trust. 

https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20220901-Pivotal-briefing-Governing-Northern-Ireland-without-an-Executive.pdf
https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20221014-what-happens-after-28-October-FINAL.pdf
https://www.pivotalppf.org/cmsfiles/Publications/20221014-what-happens-after-28-October-FINAL.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/abs/10.1377/hlthaff.2011.0746?journalCode=hlthaff
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1029882.pdf
https://www.aplu.org/our-work/4-policy-and-advocacy/publicuvalues/publicuvalues-resources/q4/GradsSociety.pdf
https://www.uopeople.edu/blog/benefits-of-education-are-societal-and-personal/
https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/EPDC-PolicyBrief-EduInequalityViolentConflict-v4.pdf
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NUS-USI holds a vision of society in 
which third level education is free, fully-
funded, accessible and lifelong. This means 
that anyone regardless of their financial 
background is able to attend education at 
any point in their life and be supported to 
thrive while they study. 

A system like this would transform our 
society creating more equality, greater 
wellbeing and stronger solutions to the 
challenges we face. 

This investment would also represent an 
investment in transforming our economy. 
Recent research has found that Ireland’s 
economic productivity is 40% higher than 
that in Northern Ireland – and lack of 
investment at post-secondary level has been 
named as one of the biggest causes18.  

The Open University’s Business Barometer 
report19 found that employers in Northern 
Ireland are currently facing a skills gap. 
Over 83% reported a shortage, with 48% 
agreeing strongly. In last year’s report, 
69% of organisations reported a skills gap, 
suggesting that the gap is expected to get 
wider.20 This is impacting the productivity, 
growth, and profitability of organisations, 
as well as having a detrimental impact on 
employee wellbeing, with 75% of Northern 
Ireland organisations highlighting that the 
issue is causing an increased workload and 
having a knock-on impact on the mental 
health of existing employees.21

The recent Skills Strategy recognises the 
value and role of third level education in 
providing the skills Northern Ireland needs. 

18. https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/northern-ireland/irelands-productivity-40-higher-than-northern-irelands-says-think-tank-42178220.
html 
19. Open University’s Business Barometer report (2022) 
20. https://www.open.ac.uk/northern-ireland/news/skills-gap-challenge-businesses-northern-ireland 
21. https://www.agendani.com/skills-shortages-impacting-profitability-growth-and-staff-wellbeing-in-northern-ireland/#:~:text=Employers%20in%20
Northern%20Ireland%20are,key%20employers%20across%20Northern%20Ireland. 
22. https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/Skills-Strategy-for-Northern-Ireland-Skills-for-a-10x-economy.pdf 
23. https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/higher-education-numbers 
24. https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/higher-education-numbers 
25. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/344439/The_Labour_Market_Story-_The_UK_
Following_Recession.pdf 

In the strategy the Minister commits to 
“tackling social and educational inequality, 
ensuring appropriate pathways are in place 
to enable all our citizens to reach their 
potential, benefitting from and contributing 
to the stronger, more prosperous, more 
resilient Northern Ireland we all want to 
see.”22The strategy “calls for collaborative 
work across Government to secure 
sustainable funding in our skills system, 
which will support Northern Ireland’s 
economic, social and environmental 
objectives.”

In 2018/19, universities across the UK 
generated £95 billion in gross output for 
the economy and the University sector 
contributed £52 billion to GDP.23 The 2021 
Research Excellent Framework rated 36% of 
the research submitted by students studying 
in UK universities as ‘world leading’ and 
47% as ‘internationally excellent’.24 The 
importance of remaining in education has 
been highlighted by the UK Commission for 
Employment and Skills, which after analysis 
of previous recessions found in 2014 that a 
Level 2 Apprenticeship adds a net value of 
between £48,000 and £74,000 to lifetime 
earnings, and a Level 3 Apprenticeship 
between £77,000 and £117,00025. 

Investing in education is vital, not only 
for the lives of students today, but for the 
Northern Ireland’s future as a whole. But 
unless students are supported financially 
while in education, only those from 
financially secure backgrounds will be able 
to access the benefits of it, and the country 
will be deprived of the talents of those who 
were unable to survive as a student. 

https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/northern-ireland/irelands-productivity-40-higher-than-northern-irelands-says-think-tank-42178220.html
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/northern-ireland/irelands-productivity-40-higher-than-northern-irelands-says-think-tank-42178220.html
https://www.open.ac.uk/business/barometer-2022
https://www.open.ac.uk/northern-ireland/news/skills-gap-challenge-businesses-northern-ireland
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/Skills-Strategy-for-Northern-Ireland-Skills-for-a-10x-economy.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/higher-education-numbers
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/higher-education-numbers
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/344439/The_Labour_Market_Story-_The_UK_Following_Recession.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/344439/The_Labour_Market_Story-_The_UK_Following_Recession.pdf
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From 2020/21 to 2021/22 the drop out rate 
in Higher Education Institutions in Northern 
Ireland increased by 58%. While the 
pandemic may be pointed to as a key factor 
in this rise, the drop-out rate UK wide rose 
by 23%26. 

We know from experience that students 
are being forced to make difficult decisions 
about their future due to a lack of financial 
support. Giving up on a qualification will 
likely harm their long-term prospects – but 
staying in their course could mean having 
nothing to eat this weekend. 

When a country fails its students it 
is putting its whole future at risk. 
That’s the cost of survival. 

26. https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/early-in-year-student-withdrawal-notifications-academic-year-201819-to-202122-up-to-31082022/early-
in-year-student-withdrawal-notifications-academic-year-201819-to-202122-up-to-31082022#what-can-you-use-these-statistics-for 
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The Cost of Survival campaign launched in 
September 2022 with three key asks: 

1. A Cost of Living Payment 
for all students in further and 
higher education.   

2. A Rent Freeze in the private 
sector and purpose-built 
student accommodation. 
 

3. Free public transport for 
students, as well as fuel 
payments and increased 
mileage rates.  

These asks will be explored in much greater 
detail in the next section of the report. 

As the academic term began, we spoke 
with hundreds of students at freshers’ fairs 
around the country about their experiences. 
Some told us that their landlord had recently 
increased their rent by £100 per month. 
Others were concerned about transport 
costs, which were through the roof now 
that they couldn’t afford to live closer to 
campus. Students with children and caring 
responsibilities were particularly afraid about 
what the next year would hold. 

By February 2023, over 1600 people had 
signed our petition calling for these three 
demands to be met. We’ve taken our 
message to the former Economy Minister, 
the Secretary of State, key political parties 
and directly to students. 

The Cost of Survival campaign has been led 
by these three key asks, but the campaign 
is wider than that. As well as a cost of living 
payment, a rent freeze and free public 
transport, we are also calling for students 
to be recognised as low income households 
and for universities and colleges to do what 
they can to eliminate the hidden costs of 
education. 

Recognise students as 
low-income households

Additional government support to manage 
the cost of living crisis is being managed 
through the benefit system. But many 
students are on extremely low incomes and 
are not allowed to access benefits due to 
their student status. This means that when 
government support is delivered students 
are left out. 

Let’s take a working example of an 18 year 
old undergraduate, studying full time whilst 
working a minimum wage job. Universities 
recommend that students work no more 
than 15 hours per week during term time. 
The academic year typically lasts around 
37 weeks, and many students seek full 
time employment during the summer. This 
scenario assumes that a student is able to 
secure consistent employment and takes no 
time off at all. 

Student finance: £6,428

Term time employment: £3,790.65 (18-
20 year old minimum wage £6.83 x 15 x 37) 

Summer employment: £4,098 (18-20 year 
old minimum wage £6.83 x 40 x 15) 

Total: £14,316.65 

A low income household is classed as less 
than 60% of the national average wage of 
£31,285. This means that any household 
earning less that £18,771 is considered to 
be low income. 

Students are low-income earners. They 
need access to government support which is 
designed for low-income households. 

Eliminate additional costs 

Tuition fees and course fees aren’t the 
only bills students have to pay to complete 
their education. Many courses also have 
additional costs which students have to pay 
to be able to take part. 

A nursing student at QUB must budget for 
the following additional costs.: 

The Cost of Survival
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A Fine Arts student at UU is paying tuition 
fees of £4630 per year27 but they are still 
expected to purchase materials for all their 
coursework, pay for field trips, and pay to 
attend their graduation ceremony. They are 
also advised to make a £100 contribution to 
the workshop and class materials. 

An Apprentice electrician who is paid 
apprentice minimum wage (£4.81ph) 
will also need to buy hand tools like 
screwdrivers, pliers and side cutters as well 
as power tools like drills, impact drivers and 
grinders which can easily cost over £1000. 
Students are already on extremely low 
incomes and many are paying thousands for 
each year of study. 

Workplaces provide equipment and 
resources that employees need to do 
their jobs – otherwise they wouldn’t be 
considered viable businesses. Employers 
that require a uniform to be worn and 
demand the respective employee to pay 
for it are prevented from doing so if this 
deduction takes the employee’s wages below 
the national minimum wage. 

Yet educational institutions, which 
in some cases are already charging 
students thousands for tuition, are 
failing to cover the true cost of 
their courses. 

We want institutions to eliminate all 
additional costs, backed by government 
support. 

27. https://www.ulster.ac.uk/courses/202223/fine-art-25179#fees 
28. https://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-student-financial-support-scotland/ 

From surviving to thriving 

The Cost of Survival campaign sets out 
the key measures which will take students 
from surviving to thriving. While the initial 
emergency measures are set out below, 
the five key actions below are designed to 
support students from all backgrounds to 
reach their full potential while in education. 

 
Introduce a Basic Student Income

The cost of living crisis shows what happens 
when incomes don’t keep up with rising 
inflation. Allowing student incomes to 
stagnate for over a decade has driven us 
into poverty and worsened students’ mental 
health. 

Research from Scotland found that all 
students in further and higher education 
should be entitled to a minimum income 
which is tied to the living wage and 
increases annually with inflation28. 

Not only would this help to lift students 
out of poverty, but it would develop a 
new social contract between the state 
and students, creating parity between 
further and higher education and 
recognising the value of education as a 
social good.  

We want the NI Executive to 
introduce a Basic Student Income 
for all students.  

Access NI check £33
Uniform £180 
Name badge £10 
Fob watch £15
Printing £30 - £75 
Textbooks (textbooks can be accessed at the library but 
availability and transport costs must also be considered) 

£30 - £100 
per text 

Figure 3: Additional nursing costs

https://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-student-financial-support-scotland/
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Bring the Apprenticeship Wage up to the 
Living Wage 

The living wage is the amount of money 
that worker need to receive in order to meet 
their basic needs. 

Currently employers can pay apprentices 
£4.81 per hour – significantly below the 
minimum wage, never mind the living wage. 
On top of this apprentices have to cover 
their travel costs to placement, as well as 
buying equipment for their course. 

If the government wants to incentivise 
employers to take on apprentices it needs to 
do so by subsidising wages, not expecting 
apprentices to live on a poverty income. 

We want the Westminster government to 
bring the Apprenticeship Wage up to the 
Living Wage. 

Pass a Student Renters Bill 

For too many years education policy has 
been separated from housing policy – 
student numbers have increased, but 
governments have washed their hands of 
the responsibility to make sure they have 
a good place to live. We can change this 
by introducing legislation which guarantees 
all students safe, affordable, good quality 
accommodation, whether it is purpose-built 
or in the private rental sector.

This would include, but is not limited to… 

•	 Rent controls 

•	 Provision requirements for 
institutions 

•	 Clarity over statutory agency 
responsibilities 

•	 PBSA specific regulations 

We want the NI Executive to co-design and 
pass a Student Renters Bill.

29. https://www.transport.gov.scot/news/free-bus-travel-for-under-22s-goes-live/ 

Free public transport for all students, with 
enhanced provision

Investing in public transport and supporting 
people to use it is a vital tactic in the fight 
against climate change. 

Scotland recently introduced free bus 
travel for all under 22s in an effort to 
support young people and reduce carbon 
emissions29. 

Making public transport free for students 
will improve access to education and 
help Northern Ireland to meet its climate 
emission targets under the new Climate Act, 
as well as helping to reinforce sustainable 
travel habits amongst a large percentage of 
the population.  

We want the NI Executive to introduce 
free bus and rail travel for everyone with a 
student card, whilst also investing in greater 
rural and evening infrastructure. 

Student Mental Health Action Plan 

The 10 Year Mental Health Strategy commits 
to creating “a dedicated resource for student 
mental health across tertiary education 
through the existing delivery of mental 
health services” along with annual funding. 

Current inertia in Stormont has meant that 
funding for the Strategy is at risk. And for 
the work to be effective it needs to be 
strategic, evidence based and  
co-designed by students. 

We want the Department for the Economy 
and the Department of Health to collaborate 
on a co-designed Student Mental Health 
Action Plan, identifying and addressing 
the root causes of poor mental health 
and wellbeing in student populations and 
ensuring equity of access.

https://www.transport.gov.scot/news/free-bus-travel-for-under-22s-goes-live/
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Students in Northern Ireland get by on 
shoestring budgets. They’re able to access 
less funding while studying than students 
in other parts of the UK – even if they’re 
planning to study in England, Scotland or 
Wales. 

Students’ incomes typically come from 
a range of sources. Students in higher 
education typically access a mixture of loans 
and grants from the Student Loan Company. 
All students are entitled to a tuition fee loan 
and a maintenance loan regardless of their 
income; the rest is means-tested, meaning 
that the amount they get is dependent on 
their ‘household income’, which usually 
relates to their parents or guardian’s 
income. 

An undergraduate student entitled to full 
support while studying can get a maximum 
of £6,428 per year in combined maintenance 
loans and grants. 

Students in further education aged 16 to 19 
from low income backgrounds can access 
Educational Maintenance Allowance which 
offers a maximum payment of £30 per 
week. Further Education students over the 
age of 19 can apply for a Further Education 
Grant. The maximum amount 

of £2,092, goes to students with a 
household income of less than £21,330. 
Students can also apply to the ‘Learner 
Support Fund’ otherwise known as the 
hardship fund. Students studying nursing 
courses are exempt from paying tuition 
fees and receive a bursary while they study. 
This bursary was cut in 2010 and currently 
comes to £430 a month – students are 
required to be on placement full time in 
the NHS. Unlike medical students they 
do not receive support with alternative 
accommodation if they are given a 
placement far from where they normally 
study. 

Postgraduate students in Northern Ireland 
do not receive any maintenance support at 
all and are expected to self-fund. 

Meanwhile the apprentice minimum wage 
comes to just £4.81 per hour, roughly half 
the Living Wage. When the price of survival 
has never been so high, we have to wonder 
how anyone could get by on this amount. 

Some additional finance is available to 
students with specific circumstances 
such as disabled students or those with 
caring responsibilities. A full list of funding 
available is in Appendix A. 

A Cost of Living Payment 
for all students

Ask 1: A Cost of Living Payment for all students in further and higher 
education.  

“I am a student nurse. The bursary amounts to 
£430 per month this is expected to cover all travel 
to placements and all other living costs whilst 
working 37.5 hours per week on placement. I am 
having to work up to 60 hours per week or more 
when on placement as the bursary just about 
covers fuel costs. This is leaving many myself 
included wondering if they can continue with the 
course. As it stands I may have no choice but to 
drop out.” 
A student at the Ulster University
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Figure 4: National Student Money Survey30

30. https://www.savethestudent.org/money/surveys/student-money-survey-2022-results.html#:~:text=Here’s%20an%20overview%20of%20
the,is%20%C2%A31%2C089%20per%20month

Could you live on that? 

When these figures are listed in government 
balance books, they look like large sums 
of money, and often on the floor of the 
Assembly politicians celebrate the millions 
being poured into supporting the future 
generation. 

But when we start to break down these 
figures into real world values, we get a very 
different picture. 

A student receiving the maximum available 
finance, either in further or higher 
education, is considered to be receiving 
no financial support from the families. 
Therefore, the money they receive offers 
us useful figures to consider what current 
government policy believes a livable student 
income to be. 

Higher education 

An undergraduate student can receive a 
maximum student income of £6,428 per 
year through a mixture of loans and grants. 
This money is expected to support students 
over a 37 week academic year – meaning 
that they will receive £173.73 per week. 

Students aren’t entitled to seek Universal 
Credit even if they are unable to find work 
during the holidays. So, if they have to 
stretch their Student Finance over the whole 
year they’ll have to manage on £123.61 per 
week. 

Further education 

Now turning to students on a maximum 
FE Grant. Their total of £2,092, becomes 
£56.54 per week if divided by a 37 week 
academic year, or £40.23 per week if split 
across the whole year. This is lower than 
the amount under 25s receive on Universal 
Credit. 

The National Student Money Survey 2022 
found that the average student living costs 
in Northern Ireland is £836 per month. 
While we may be one of the cheaper 
regions, it’s clear that student support 
measures are falling far short of living costs.  
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Student budget 

Let’s play a game. 

See if you can manage a budget on a student income. 

Challenge yourself to make it stay within a maximum HE student income of £6,428, or if 
you really want to make it difficult for yourself, stay within the FE student grant of £2,092. 

We’ve added some outgoings already but have left space for you to add some more. 

Expense Annual cost 
Rent 

Electricity 

Gas 

Transport 

Food 

Phone Bill 

Internet 

Total 

Did you manage it?  
 
If you didn’t then maybe you should learn to budget better.31

31. Students who end up seeking support from hardship funds often have to attend a mandatory budget training class in order to receive their funds. 
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These student incomes have been frozen, not rising with inflation, since 2010. Not only that 
but the household income bands which determine how much a student gets have also been 
frozen, meaning that households have been put under increasing strain to support student 
family members, as their incomes depreciate in value. 

If student incomes had continued to increase with inflation, most would see their incomes 
increased by 40%: 

Income Current rate (£) Rate adjusted for inflation32 (£)  

Max undergraduate student 
finance (mix of loans and 
grants) 

6,428 per year 9,071.54 per year 

Further Education grant 2,092 per year 2,952.34 per year 

Educational Maintenance 
Allowance 

30 per week 42.34 per week 

Figure 5: Student incomes adjusted for inflation, November 2022 

Household incomes used to determine the amount students should receive have also not 
been adjusted for inflation. 

Currently a student only receives the maximum undergraduate entitlement if they  
are from a household which earns less than £19,204; if this had kept up with inflation, 
anyone from a household income of less than £27,101.71 would be entitled to 
maximum support. 

A student can only receive the maximum Further Education Grant if they come 
from a household income of less than £21,330; if this had kept up with inflation,  
anyone from a household income of less than £30,102.04, would be entitled to 
maximum support. 

So how are students getting by? 

It’s no surprise then that a vast amount of data is out there to support the fact that 
students are struggling to survive financially. 

The Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) and Advance HE recently asked 10,000 
undergraduate students which costs are of ‘most concern’, a majority chose ‘Cost of living 
while at university’ – and that was before the current energy crisis.33 Save the Student! 
found 40% of students reported their studying suffered34, meanwhile research from NUS UK 
found that 72% of students have been cutting back on socialising and 52% are cutting back 
on food due to the rising cost of living. 

The majority of students are getting support from other places to supplement their income, 
with a quarter relying on credit cards. 

32. Calculated in Dec 2022 https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-calculator 
33. Student_Cost_of_Living_-_NUS_report.pdf
34. https://www.savethestudent.org/money/student-budgeting/what-do-students-spend-their-money-on.html 

https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-calculator
https://www.savethestudent.org/money/student-budgeting/what-do-students-spend-their-money-on.html
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Research by financial wellbeing technology 
company Blackbullion found that in 
2021 48% of students in university had 
considered dropping out or deferring for a 
year due to financial constraints35. 

67% of students said that their 
financial situation negatively 
affects their mental health, 44.5% 
said that it impacts their ability to 
focus and study and 52.5% said 
it has impacted their optimism for 
the future. 

35. https://bbb2bprod.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Money-and-mental-health-how-financial-wellbeing-impacts-students.Black-
bullion.pdf 

The true impact of rising prices on 
students is most evident by the stories 
they tell. From June to October 2022 
NUS-USI collected evidence from students 
about the impact of the cost of living crisis 
on their lives. 

Figure 6: Cost of Living Crisis, Students and Apprentices; NUS UK
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https://bbb2bprod.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Money-and-mental-health-how-financial-wellbeing-impacts-students.Blackbullion.pdf
https://bbb2bprod.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Money-and-mental-health-how-financial-wellbeing-impacts-students.Blackbullion.pdf
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“I am finding that I am relying on my credit cards more often to pay for things 
like groceries, heating oil, electricity and petrol. It’s really hard as I have to 
take my child to school in the car everyday at the moment and can’t avoid 
this. I’m lucky that I don’t have to go to campus everyday even though I am 
still studying from home. To make matters worse, I am a casualised member 
of student-staff and the last 2 pay cut-offs have been while I’ve been doing 
assignments or exams, so I forgot to send the forms in on time. 3 months 
without pay, relying on Universal Credit (which doesn’t cover much) and no 
maintenance grants/loans - as I’m an NI Postgraduate Master’s student - is 
really tough. I’m really fortunate that I will soon have money coming in which 
means I can catch up on missed bill payments, but I don’t know how we will 
cope if the Cost of Living Crisis doesn’t end soon. I think that a lot of students 
from a similar background to me will be really struggling, and it’s likely to be 
worse come the new academic year when they are expected to be back on 
campus.” 

A student at Ulster University 

“I am extremely concerned for my future. I am a full-time access student 
entering University for my first undergrad degree, and I’m starting to think, 
what is the point of attending University in the first place? Coming from a 
poor family background, I want to go to university to improve my chances of 
having a career to support myself and my family, but the high cost of living 
is exacerbating my mental health and ruining my hope of a life where I can 
breathe easier. The effects of the cost of living rise include having to rely on 
other people for housing, couch surfing, relying on other’s for meals, skipping 
meals, not buying items I need, skipping showers and not using heating. It’s 
despairing.”

A student at Belfast Metropolitan College 

“The cost of living crisis has really affected me and my dad. since my dad 
is disabled and not able to work we live off of benefits and with the price of 
everything going up we often have to choose between heating or food. For 
example, recently my bed broke and we were planning on getting a new one 
but we didn’t have enough money for heating, food and a bed. Recently we 
got some heating oil and we were low on money for the next month. Our 
electric is also really expensive all we have on at night is the fridge and our 
electric is still about £5 a day which we can definitely not afford so we end up 
borrowing money a lot from our family as we have no other way to pay for it 
and we don’t want our electricity shut off.” 

A student at Southern Regional College 

“I would like to see canteen food prices go down to more affordable prices 
and an increase to student finance systems such as EMA. As someone reliant 
on EMA for not only food but necessities for home too (sanitary products, 
toiletries and even just money to go out and socialise with my friends), EMA 
isn’t enough anymore for just my food for 2 weeks. I’ve been unable to get 
things I need. I would like to see more information for students in need of 
financial aid alongside more help for students to earn money or save money.”

A student at Southern Regional College 
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What about hardship funds? 

Those who question the need for a cost 
of living payment often refer to hardship 
funds, believing that this is a more effective 
method of ensuring that financial support is 
delivered to those who truly need it. 

Hardship funds are designed to meet 
the needs of students who are in severe 
financial difficulty. They are designed 
to supply additional funding to small 
numbers of students who are unable 
to support themselves using the usual 
financial avenues available to them. The 
heavy administrative burden involved with 
managing hardship funds in both higher and 
further education makes them unsuitable 
for meeting the needs of large numbers 
of students. Students’ unions have raised 
significant concerns around the barriers to 
accessing support which is already present 
in the hardship systems.

Hardship funds are managed very differently 
in further and higher education, and 
therefore it’s important to consider them 
separately. 

Higher education 

In higher education hardship funds are 
emergency supplies of cash that universities 
give to students in financial difficulty. 
Students provide evidence of their financial 
circumstances and if successful are issued 
with a one-off payment determined by the 
university 

Students need to demonstrate that their 
financial difficult is unexpected and that 
they have exhausted all other financial 
avenues before applying. There must also be 
evidence that the student was not ‘at fault’ 
for the need. For example, if a student’s 
financial records show that they agreed to 
a rental contract that has now proven to 
be too expensive for them, the university 
is unlikely to agree to a hardship payment. 
Whereas the university would consider a 
sudden emergency, such as an eviction. 

Hardship funds in Northern Ireland 

36. https://www.qub.ac.uk/Study/Feesandfinance/student-financial-support/#how-to-apply-to-the-student-support-fund-and-university-financial-assis-
tance-fund-978339-3 
37. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-63169231 

typically consist of the ‘Student Support 
Fund’ allocated by the Department for 
the Economy, and, in some cases, the 
university’s own hardship scheme budgeted 
for by the university. The DfE allocated fund 
is only available to students from NI and the 
rest of the UK. The university can choose to 
extend their own hardship scheme to other 
students. 

Using Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) as 
an example, applicants to the hardship fund 
are required to provide36: 

•	 “bank statements for all accounts for 
two months up to the application date to 
show your income and living costs. This 
includes all accounts you have access to 
including, digital savings accounts, ISAs, 
cryptocurrency, social media wallets, 
overseas accounts and shared accounts.

•	 evidence of your accommodation or 
lease or mortgage - to understand 
your housing commitment. Tenancy 
agreements should be current and show 
your name.

•	 evidence of your funding body or 
scholarship support, e.g., award letter 
- to understand the income level you 
receive

•	 evidence of other costs claimed, such as 
childcare costs”

Applicants are advised that it may take up to 
30 working days from receipt of a complete 
application to date of payment. If they are 
rejected they can appeal the decision. 

Hardship funds are notoriously stringent 
with their application process. We have 
heard of higher education students in 
Northern Ireland (not exclusively at QUB) 
being required to attend budgeting classes 
in order to receive hardship funding or being 
rejected for funding due to having bought 
a £5 bet in the previous two months. In an 
interview with the BBC in September 2022 
Jessica Allison said that the university had 
previously declined her application because 
her bank balance held £500 she has set 
aside for rent37. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-63169231
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Further education 

In further education the hardship fund does 
not operate like an emergency supply of 
cash delivered to students on the basis of 
unexpected need. Further education colleges 
do not have access to a fund which would 
deliver this kind of one-off emergency 
payment. 

Rather, the hardship fund acts as a regular 
income stream for students who meet 
the means tested requirements. Students 
who meet the requirements will usually 
be instructed to apply to this fund at the 
beginning of the financial year, if they meet 
the means-tested eligibility.  

Students must supply evidence of their 
family’s income if they are under the age 
of 25, regardless of whether or not they 
receive financial support from their family. 
This is only waived if they can prove 
estrangement. 16 to 18 year olds are not 
eligible for hardship funding. 

After providing evidence of their financial 
circumstances, the student’s application 
will be reviewed by a committee within the 
college. If approved, it usually takes 6 – 8 
weeks for payments to begin. 

Advance emergency payments may 
be able to be made, but only once 
the committee has approved the 
application. 

If approved for hardship funding the student 
will receive a payment worth up to £45 
per week throughout the academic term, 
usually paid in instalments each 6 weeks 
or once per term. If a student is receiving 
Universal Credit, and they receive approval 
for hardship payment, their Universal Credit 
will stop immediately, even if there will be 
several weeks before the first payment is 
made.  

Hardship funds in both sectors carry a heavy 
administrative burden and require students 
to wait several weeks before they receive 
payment. They are designed to meet the 
needs of a small number of students who 
have fallen into difficulties and require 
additional support. In their current form, 
there are many barriers to providing real

38. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-63169231 

emergency support for students. They are 
not a substitute for a government response 
to a national crisis. 

The cost of living crisis has meant that the 
value of student incomes have significantly 
depreciated for all students. Just as 
businesses have recognised that their 
employee’s wages are no longer meeting 
the same value as this time last year, it’s 
important that the government recognises 
that the support they have given to students 
has dropped. Means-testing would require 
an enormous administrative effort, and it 
ignores the truth that this is a national crisis 
which requires a collective response. 

The cost of living crisis is impacting all 
students, because every student that is 
entitled to financial support in any form will 
be experiencing a real-term drop in their 
income due to the impact 
of inflation. 

Why a Cost of Living Payment? 

It’s clear that student poverty and economic 
insecurity is rife and growing. But solving 
this will mean making big changes to 
the funding system in further and higher 
education, and students who are struggling 
to pay their rent and heat their homes 
simply can’t wait that long. 

NUS-USI is calling for all students in further 
and higher education to receive a cost of 
living payment to help them get through this 
academic year. 

We are far from alone in recognising the 
need to increase the money in students’ 
pockets. On 7 October 2022 QUB declared 
a “critical incident on staff and student 
poverty” due to the impact of the cost of 
living crisis38. The university has issued a 
one-off payment of £400 to students coming 
from families earning under £25,000 per 
year, and £150 to all other students. They’ve 
also reserved funding for international 
students facing hardship, a group who 
are ineligible to receive support from 
government backed Student Support Funds. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-63169231
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QUB has issued cost of living payments to its staff, ranging from £500 to £750, depending 
on salary level and the Ulster University (UU) has also issued a one-off cost of living 
payment of up to £1,000 to staff39. The universities aren’t alone in recognising the need 
to deliver extra financial support - around 5% of businesses with 250 or more employees 
offered a one-off cost of living payment last summer40, including Lloyds and HSBC.

Other governments around the world are also taking action to support students with rising 
costs: 

Republic of Ireland In the 2023 Budget it was announced that college fees would be reduced 
by €1,000 for all students this year, meaning that no one will pay more 
than €2,000 to attend third-level education for the coming term.

All student grant recipients will get a double payment this year, while 
those studying for PHDs will get a one-off cost-of-living payment before 
Christmas.

There will also be a long-term reduction of college fees based on a 
family’s household income.41

The fares on public transport have been reduced by 50% for those aged 
19 to 23.42

Scotland The Government announced a £350 loan uplift for 2022-23 in higher 
education for the most disadvantaged students, as well as the 
introduction of a new 12 monthly payment option in 2022/23 for some 
students, so support is also available over the summer months.43 

Germany Students on BAföG (German federal grants) benefited from a one-off 
heating allowance of €230 in summer 2022. 

Following criticism, the German Government decided to treat all 2.9 
million students in Germany as one group and announced a €200 
payment this winter to help deal with the cost-of-living crisis. This 
includes foreign students studying at German universities.44

France At the end of 2021 the French Government announced a €100 ‘inflation 
allowance’ payment to 38 million citizens whose monthly net income was 
€2,000 or less, to help counter the surge in fuel and energy prices. This 
payment was made to all students at the beginning of 2022.45

Italy The Italian Government offered workers, including students, earning 
below €35,000 a €60 voucher to help with the cost of public transport.46

Netherlands In the 2023 Budget it was announced that students studying in the 
Netherlands who live away from home will be eligible to receive an 
additional €165 per month to help deal with rising living costs.47

Figure 7: Student support by country

39. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-61678576 
40. https://news.sky.com/story/one-in-20-big-businesses-have-offered-workers-a-cost-of-living-bonus-12670385#:~:text=Barratt%2C%20Taylor%20
Wimpey%2C%20Lloyds%2C,cope%20with%20more%20expensive%20bills.&text=Around%205%25%20of%20businesses%20with,in%20the%20
last%20three%20months. 
41. https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/third-level-fees-cut-by-1000-while-grant-recipients-to-get-double-payment-this-year-42018864.html#:~:-
text=Under%20the%20new%20plan%2C%20any,changes%20in%20student%20grant%20rules 
42. https://thetab.com/uk/2022/08/10/this-is-what-other-european-countries-are-doing-to-help-with-the-cost-of-living-crisis-266934 
43. https://www.gov.scot/news/cost-of-living-support/#:~:text=Financial%20lifeline%20for%20students.,heating%20and%20other%20household%20
costs
44. https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220908152804160 
45. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-59008890 
46. https://thetab.com/uk/2022/08/10/this-is-what-other-european-countries-are-doing-to-help-with-the-cost-of-living-crisis-266934 
47. https://www.iamexpat.nl/expat-info/dutch-expat-news/prinsjesdag-dutch-governments-2023-budget-and-what-it-means-you

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-61678576
https://thetab.com/uk/2022/08/10/this-is-what-other-european-countries-are-doing-to-help-with-the-cost-of-living-crisis-266934
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220908152804160
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-59008890
https://thetab.com/uk/2022/08/10/this-is-what-other-european-countries-are-doing-to-help-with-the-cost-of-living-crisis-266934
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How much should the payment be? 

Students have lost thousands through austerity era cuts, and are surviving on rates 
significantly below a living wage. To truly ensure that all students are able to have a decent 
standard of living would require significant investment. 

In 2021 Economy Minister Diane Dodds issued a Covid Disruption Payment of £500 to all 
full-time, UK domiciled higher education students in recognition that the impact the Covid-19 
pandemic had had on students’ education and the serious financial difficulty they were 
facing. In the following days we collected over 3600 signatures calling for this payment to be 
extended to all students, including further education, international and part-time students. 
The petition was taken to the Assembly and politicians passed the Supporting Students 
motion48 which called on the Minister to extend the payment – which did not happen. 

As we set out earlier, students are low-income earners, despite most not being entitled 
to income support through the benefit system. Throughout the Cost of Living crisis the 
Westminster government issued a £650 payment to people on Universal Credit and other 
income related benefits between September and November 2022. In the Autumn budget the 
Chancellor announced that an additional £900 payment will be issued in the financial year 
2023-2024. 

We have outlined projected costs of delivering a payment which mirrors those provided to 
other low-income households. This is based on the number of students enrolled in HE and 
FE in the previous academic year and applied a proposed amount of £650, £900 or £1,550 
(the two payments combined) per person to these calculations. Please note, the payment 
excludes any administrative costs. 

While one-off payments do not solve the wider systemic problems students are facing, it 
does help them to cover their bills this semester and take pressure off low and middle income 
families that may be supporting them. It also reflects an investment in the local economy as 
students are significant consumers of off-campus activity. The Department for the Economy 
has calculated that the economic contribution of international students alone is £86.1 million 
which generates 907 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs and GVA of £43.12 million49. 

Blackbullion found that 48% of students in university had considered dropping out or 
deferring for a year due to financial constraints50. The knock-on impact of students leaving 
education due to financial insecurity can be significant for the individual and wider society. It 
can severely impact the confidence and future prospects of the student themselves, and it 
also deprives society of their skills and potential. 

Issuing a one-off cost of living payment should be viewed as an investment in the education 
and wellbeing of future generations. The cost of not acting to keep people in education could 
be much greater. 

48. http://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/plenary/details.aspx?tbv=0&ptv=0&mcv=0&mtv=0&sp=0&spv=-1&per=1&it=0&pid=2&-
sid=p&pn=0&ba=1&doc=327175%20&fd=16/03/2021&td=16/03/2021
50. http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/employment-and-learning/research-papers/11.-raise---economic-impact-of-international-stu-
dents-in-ni-final.pdf 
51. https://bbb2bprod.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Money-and-mental-health-how-financial-wellbeing-impacts-students.Black-
bullion.pdf 

Payment Higher Education Further Education Total

£650 £43,059,250 £36,381,150 £79,440,400

£900 £59,620,500 £50,373,900 £109,994,400

£1,550 £102,679,750 £86,775,050 £189,454,800

http://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/plenary/details.aspx?tbv=0&ptv=0&mcv=0&mtv=0&sp=0&spv=-1&per=1&it=0&pi
http://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/plenary/details.aspx?tbv=0&ptv=0&mcv=0&mtv=0&sp=0&spv=-1&per=1&it=0&pi
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/employment-and-learning/research-papers/11.-raise---economic-impact-of-international-students-in-ni-final.pdf
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/employment-and-learning/research-papers/11.-raise---economic-impact-of-international-students-in-ni-final.pdf
https://bbb2bprod.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Money-and-mental-health-how-financial-wellbeing-impacts-students.Blackbullion.pdf
https://bbb2bprod.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Money-and-mental-health-how-financial-wellbeing-impacts-students.Blackbullion.pdf
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Ask 2: A Rent Freeze in the private sector and purpose-built student 
accommodation. 

“The price of student property is over £100 a month more 
expensive than last year and both me and my flatmate are in 
our placement year meaning, we get less of a student loan 
or grant to pay the bills. Food and electricity have risen and 
often we have to choose food or electricity. My flatmate has 
missed many lectures as she has to work to be able to eat 
and live and can’t afford to pick up less shifts. My flat mate 
and myself need to work 30+ hours each just to pay the bills 
and ends meet. Leaving little time for study decreasing the 
quality of our work”

 A student at Ulster University

Much of the media coverage around housing costs in the cost of living crisis has centred on 
home owners, impacted by rising interest rates. But tenants are seeing the costs passed on 
to them and are often the least prepared to absorb economic fluctuations. The majority of 
students who live outside their family home are renters. And as housing costs rise, students 
are struggling to keep a roof over their heads. NUS-USI is calling for a rent freeze as an 
emergency measure to help students to get through the crisis. 

Longer term measures are needed to address the impact of increasing student numbers 
and decreasing rental supply – such as passing legislation to guarantee students safe, 
affordable, good quality accommodation, and exploring alternative forms of housing such as 
student housing co-operatives. But in the short-term students who are renting need to be 
able to pay their bills. 

Students living in the private rented sector and in purpose-built student accommodation 
typically spend the largest portion of their incomes on rent. According to Save the Student’s 
National Student Money survey rent is by far the biggest monthly expense, accounting for 
about 45% of the monthly living costs51.

51. https://www.savethestudent.org/money/surveys/student-money-survey-2022-results.html 

Rent Freeze

Figure 9: How much do students 
spend, national money survey

https://www.savethestudent.org/money/surveys/student-money-survey-2022-results.html
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How much does it actually cost? 

According to the Office for National Statistics, the annual growth rate of private rental 
prices for Northern Ireland in November 2022 was 9.5%, which is higher than in other parts 
of the UK. Research by sales and letting website PropertyPal found that the cost of renting 
a house in Northern Ireland has increased by 9.1% in a year52. Currently, the average rent 
for a house is £743 per month. Some economists are predicting that this could increase 
further, as landlords may decide to pass on the recent hikes in mortgage rates to tenants. 53 

Demand for housing is simply outstripping supply. Between July to September, there was 
an average of 80 enquiries for every rental property advertised, which is four times greater 
than the pre-Covid 19 average of 18 enquiries per property54.

Figure 10: Northern Ireland Housing Market Trends Q3 202255

For students in purpose-built student accommodation (PBSA), the costs are also a 
challenge. Research carried out by Unipol and NUS in 2021 found that the average rent 
in the PBSA sector in Northern Ireland is £5,256; so after rent, under the maximum 
undergraduate maintenance package of £6,428, a student would be left with £1,172 or 
£29.30 per week for 40 weeks. 

52. https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/indexofprivatehousingrentalprices/november2022#:~:text=The%20annual%20
percentage%20change%20for,carried%20forward%20since%20September%202022 
53. https://www.irishnews.com/business/2022/10/15/news/propertypal_house_rent_in_northern_ireland_rises_by_9_1_per_cent_in_a_year-2861705/ 
54. https://content.propertypal.com/northern-ireland-housing-market-trends-q3-2022/ 
55. https://content.propertypal.com/northern-ireland-housing-market-trends-q3-2022/

https://lovebelfast.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/ProperPal-Housing-Market-Trends-Q3-2022.pdf
https://www.irishnews.com/business/2022/10/15/news/propertypal_house_rent_in_northern_ireland_rises_by_9_1_per_cent_in_a_year-2861705/
https://content.propertypal.com/northern-ireland-housing-market-trends-q3-2022/
https://content.propertypal.com/northern-ireland-housing-market-trends-q3-2022/
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At the average household income in Northern Ireland of £29,000, the undergraduate 
maintenance package would be approximately £4,900.21 The average rent payment would 
require a parental contribution of £356 in rent, with all living costs having to be covered by 
parental contribution or alternative sources of income56.

This survey found that around the UK rental costs in the PBSA market had risen by 16% 
since the last survey in 2018/19 and 61% since 2011/12. Consistent data on the Northern 
Ireland market is unavailable due to low self reporting by providers in previous years. 

Cost of student accommodation in Northern Ireland as of November 2022: 

Name Location Cheapest (Per Week) Most Expensive (Per Week)

John Bell House57 Belfast £159 £205 

Aster House58 Belfast £178 £240 

Alma Place59 Belfast £150 £204 

LIV60 Belfast £139 £190 

QUB Accommodation61 Belfast £85 £195 

UU Accommodation62 Belfast £127 £226 

UU Accommodation63 Coleraine £120 £164 

UU Accommodation64 Magee £91 £174 

Figure 11: Student accommodation costs

The cheapest available accommodation is for £85 per week in QUB accommodation. This 
comes to an annual cost of £3400 for a 40 week term (assuming the student is able to 
secure or return to alternative accommodation over the summer months), and takes up 
53% of the maximum undergraduate financial package. According to the OECD households 
that spend more than 40% of their income on housing costs are considered to be 
overburdened by housing costs65. 

At the start of the 2022/23 semester the BBC interviewed students about how the cost of 
living crisis was impacting them and housing was cited as one of the top issues impacted 
by rising prices66. Kotryna Ramanauskaite said, “I know a lot of people in my course who 
say their entire student loan and maintenance grant go on their rent. There’s a girl who 
is working full days, Friday, Saturday and Sunday - it leaves her very tight for studying.” 
Kotryna had been unable to leave home due to the cost of rent. 

It’s worth reflecting that when all, or the majority, of a student’s loan or grant is being paid 
into rents, this represents a large proportion of public money being poured into private 
developers and private landlords. The government is already heavily investing in housing 
for students – and without any kind of regulation they appear to be content to continue to 
subsidise entire businesses in the for-profit student accommodation market. 

56. https://www.unipol.org.uk/news/accommodation-costs-survey-2021-launched 
57. https://www.studentroost.co.uk/locations/belfast/john-bell-house/
58. https://novelstudent.com/property/aster-house-belfast/
59. https://novelstudent.com/property/alma-place-belfast/
60. https://livstudent.com/belfast/
61. https://www.qub.ac.uk/accommodation/student-accommodation/#residential-fees-2022-2023-1298523-1
62. https://www.ulster.ac.uk/accommodation/home
63. https://www.ulster.ac.uk/accommodation/home  
64. https://www.ulster.ac.uk/accommodation/home  
65. HC1.2. HOUSING COSTS OVER INCOME, OECD, https://www.oecd.org/housing/data/affordable-housing-database/ 
66. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-63169231

https://www.unipol.org.uk/news/accommodation-costs-survey-2021-launched
�  https://www.studentroost.co.uk/locations/belfast/john-bell-house/
https://novelstudent.com/property/aster-house-belfast/
https://novelstudent.com/property/alma-place-belfast/
https://livstudent.com/belfast/
https://www.qub.ac.uk/accommodation/student-accommodation/#residential-fees-2022-2023-1298523-1
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/accommodation/home
https://www.oecd.org/housing/data/affordable-housing-database/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-63169231
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What makes students unique? 

All renters are impacted by rising rents 
and lower supply, but student renters are 
particularly vulnerable to fluctuations in 
the rental market. Typically, students move 
frequently requiring accommodation for a 
short period of time in a particular area. 
In higher education, only students from 
outside a particular geographic radius 
are guaranteed accommodation in PBSA. 
Students typically seek rental contracts that 
align with the academic year. 

These factors means that each year several 
thousands of students are often seeking 
accommodation within a specific geographic 
location, at the same time. This makes them 
an easy target for exploitation by landlords 
seeking to make maximum profit.

•	 High demand at peak times: 
Students need to secure accommodation 
near their place of study in order to 
meet the demands of their course. 
Unlike employed tenants who may be 
supported with relocation or have a 
degree of flexibility with their moving 
dates, students are expected to find 
accommodation in time for the academic 
term beginning, often with little 
support from their institution. While 
some universities guarantee places in 
university halls for those travelling from 
outside a particular geographic radius, 
PBSA is often more expensive than the 
private rented sector, and not suitable 
for all students, such as those with 
children. 

•	 The landlords have the power: A 
steady stream of students in a particular 
area means that landlords are more or 
less guaranteed new tenants every year. 
With supply lower than it has been for 
many years students have much less 
choice about where they live. This shifts 
the balance of power significantly in 
favour of the landlord – there is little 
need for the landlord to develop  
positive relationships with their tenants 
as they will be guaranteed new ones the 
following year. 

67. Homes Fit For Study, NUS, 2014 

•	 No scope for negotiating on rent: 
An abundance of need for fixed term 
contracts makes it easy for landlords to 
increase the rent regularly. While rent 
rises also impact long term renters, 
the relationship between the landlord 
and tenant can improve the tenant’s 
chances for negotiating down a rent rise. 
Whereas students who may be moving 
between houses, seeking short term 
contracts have little scope for this, and 
with supply low they are likely to agree 
to higher rent costs to ensure they 
will have accommodation for the new 
academic year. 

•	 Pressure selling: A particular 
phenomena faced by students is 
pressure selling in areas of high 
concentration. Due to the high 
demand for accommodation students 
are typically encouraged to seek 
accommodation several months before 
the start of their new contract. In the 
Belfast area we’ve heard reports of 
students signing contracts in December 
which aren’t due to start until the 
following September. This form of 
pressure selling locks students into 
contracts with little flexibility for a 
change in their circumstances. NUS UK 
has urged the Competition and Markets 
Authority to consider investigating 
whether pressurising students to sign 
contracts so far in advance of the 
tenancy start date may be an unfair 
practice67.

•	 Some students have it worse: 
Some students are more vulnerable 
than others. International students 
often arrive with little understanding 
of UK housing law, which makes them 
vulnerable to exploitation, and they 
rarely have a UK guarantor to co-sign 
their contract. This can lead to them 
being asked to pay several months rent 
in advance simply to guarantee their 
contract. 
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The Private Tenancies Act won’t solve 
these problems 

The Private Tenancies Act (Northern Ireland) 
2022, received Royal Assent on 27 April 
2022. The legislation makes changes to 
the Private Tenancies Order (Northern 
Ireland) 2006 and sets out provisions for the 
Department to introduce various regulations 
around the private 
rented sector. 

The Act makes it possible for the 
Department to regulate that the rent 
payable under a private tenancy may not 
be increased within the period of 12 months 
beginning with the date on which the 
tenancy is granted, or within the period of 
12 months beginning with the date on which 
the last increase began. The Department is 
also given the power to make regulations to 
amend the time periods during which rent 
increases are prohibited to periods above 12 
months, up to a maximum of 2 years.

As we outlined in our response to the 
Department’s consultation on the matter68, 
this provision is unlikely to be of significant 
benefit to students facing steadily growing 
rental increases. Student tenants tend to 
move more frequently than other tenant 
demographics between rental properties. 
Without any rent controls between 
tenancies, it is likely this higher level of 
‘churn’ will mean students benefit less from 
these proposals than other tenant groups. 
Furthermore, the Act fails to provide any 
restriction on the level of rent increases a 
landlord can implement.

Multiple respondents highlighted that 
when similar measures were introduced 
in Scotland, it had the unwanted impact 
of leading to more frequent rent increases 
than previously. Housing Rights69 noted 
that “the Scottish Association of Landlords 
had separately publicly noted that more 
landlords have been raising rents every 12 
months after this came into force, while 
previously many had not done so for years.”

68. http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/committees/2017-2022/communities/primary-legislation/private-tenancies-bill/national-un-
ion-of-students-briefing-paper.pdf 
69. https://consult.nia-yourassembly.org.uk/communities/private-tenancies-bill/consultation/view_respondent?uuId=589611488 
70. https://sluggerotoole.com/2022/03/09/sinn-fein-mlas-deserted-their-own-ministers-legal-advice-but-one-dup-abstention-forces-them-to-retract/ 

 

Section 7, Article 5C of the Act gives to the 
Department the power to make regulations 
to introduce a rent decrease of up to 10% 
or a rent freeze for a maximum period of 4 
years. Under paragraph (6) the Department 
is under a duty 
to carry out a consultation as to whether 
it should exercise those powers. However, 
the legislation outlines that a report on the 
consultation must be prepared and laid 
before the Assembly within 6 months of the 
date this Act receives 
Royal Assent. 

If the Department does not make 
regulations under the Article within 12 
months of laying the report, the Article 
(and therefore the power to make the 
regulations) ceases to have effect. Given 
that the Northern Ireland Executive has 
not sat since the Bill received Royal Assent 
in April 2022, it is highly unlikely that the 
Department would meet the timeframes 
required, and will therefore lose the 
power to introduce a rent freeze or rent 
decrease. Given the bizarre circumstances70 
under which this article was added to the 
legislation in the first place, it’s likely that 
it was never intended to be implemented 
anyway. 

Meanwhile PBSAs are not covered by the 
Act. There is a lack of oversight of this 
accommodation and for years NUS-USI 
has been sent between the Department for 
Communities and the Department for the 
Economy, with both claiming that PBSAs fall 
outside their remit. The lack of regulatory 
oversight of the PBSA market should be of 
significant concern, especially within areas 
of high student concentration. 

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/committees/2017-2022/communities/primary-legislation/private-tenancies-bill/national-union-of-students-briefing-paper.pdf
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/committees/2017-2022/communities/primary-legislation/private-tenancies-bill/national-union-of-students-briefing-paper.pdf
https://consult.nia-yourassembly.org.uk/communities/private-tenancies-bill/consultation/view_respondent?uuId=589611488
https://sluggerotoole.com/2022/03/09/sinn-fein-mlas-deserted-their-own-ministers-legal-advice-but-one-dup-abstention-forces-them-to-retract/
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Much ado about rent controls 

The U.K. is an outlier for its lack of rent controls, both within Europe and in its recent 
history. 

The term “Rent Controls” refers to measures designed to restrict the amount of rent that 
a landlord can charge a tenant for residential premises. Rent control measures appear in 
various forms across Europe, ranging from strict caps on the initial rent that can be charged 
under a tenancy, or measures that allow free negotiation of the initial rent but moderate 
any rental increases. Rent controls are generally employed in an attempt to alleviate 
inflationary or unaffordable rents that would otherwise arise on a free market; whether that 
is because of housing shortages or for other reasons.

In the UK, rent controls were in place for most of the 20th Century, having first been 
introduced in 1915 to deal with spiralling rent prices. Until 1978 all private sector rents in 
Northern Ireland were controlled. Sector-wide rent control was removed in 1978 except for 
rents on protected and statutory tenancies which remain controlled.

The decline in rent controls coincided with a decline in the private rented sector. The sector 
had made up nine-tenths of the housing stock in 1915 but had reduced to one-tenth by 
1991. However recent times have seen a revival in the private rental market, and in 2011-
12 it overtook social housing as the UK’s second largest tenure71. 

Figure 12: Mapping Out Rent Controls Across Europe72

71. https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn06760/#:~:text=The%20private%20rented%20sector%20(PRS,English%20Housing%20
Survey%202020%2D21. 
72. https://www.jonesday.com/en/insights/2020/10/mapping-out-rental-controls-across-europe 

https://www.jonesday.com/en/insights/2020/10/mapping-out-rental-controls-across-europe
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The U.K. is somewhat unusual for its lack 
of regulation around the private rented 
sector, especially compared to its neighbours 
in Western Europe. This appears to be 
reflected in the percentage of population in 
the private rented sector. While regulation 
free England has 18.5% of the population in 
this sector73, stricter Germany74 sees 50.5% 
of its population in the PRS and 40% of 
France’s75. Ireland, who has only recently 
introduced rental controls, saw its proportion 
of renting population increase from 18% to 
29% over the last 20 years76.

Rent controls are highly contentious and 
evidence of their effectiveness over the 
long-term varies. The National Landlords 
Association calls rent control “one of the 
most catastrophic risks to the private 
rented sector.” The organisation claims that 
such regulations would be “treating the 
symptoms rather than the causes of the 
housing crisis” and would lead to a “loss of 
good landlords.”77 However Generation Rent 
argues that “while rent controls on their own 
would not reduce the underlying shortage 
of homes, it will not increase it either. If 
we see a surge in home ownership, there 
will be fewer rented properties but also 
fewer renters […] With wealthier renters 
becoming home-owners, there will also be 
less spending power in the rental market, 
reducing effective demand and its upward 
pressure on prices.”78

The homeless charity Shelter argues that 
a system which caps increases is most 
beneficial. This means that the landlord is 
free to set the initial rent, but any increases 
are linked to inflation.79

Scotland recently broke ranks with the rest 
of the U.K. by introducing a combined rent 
freeze and moratorium on evictions to help 
people through the cost-of-living crisis

73. https://www.statista.com/statistics/286512/england-number-of-private-rented-households/#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20share%20of,rent-
ed%20in%20England%20in%202021. 
74. https://www.destatis.de/Europa/EN/Topic/Population-Labour-Social-Issues/Social-issues-living-conditions/RentedAccommodation.html#:~:tex-
t=In%202021%2C%20more%20than%20half,population%20lived%20in%20rental%20accommodation. 
75. https://www.brookings.edu/essay/france-rental-housing-markets/ 
76. https://www.rte.ie/news/business/2022/0525/1301144-esri-report-on-renters/ 
77. https://www.theweek.co.uk/98400/the-pros-and-cons-of-rent-controls-in-london
78.  https://www.generationrent.org/how_new_rent_controls_could_work 
79. https://blog.shelter.org.uk/2017/09/old-fashioned-rent-control-what-is-it-good-for-2/
80. https://www.gov.scot/news/rent-freeze-focus-of-programme-for-government/

This was announced as the centrepiece 
of the Scottish 2022-23 Programme for 
Government80 and includes specific support 
for people living in student accommodation. 

A bill will be brought forward which will 
include the following:

•	 Apply an emergency rent cap to the 
social sector as well as the private sector.

•	 This will also apply to existing Scottish 
secure tenancies and short Scottish 
secure tenancies.

•	 The rent cap will not apply to social 
sector regulated tenancies under 
the Rent (Scotland) Act 1984 - 
these tenancies already have strong 
protections in place, and rents for these 
tenancies can only increase once every 
three years.

•	 Most social sector rents are already 
set until 31 March 2023 and would not 
increase before then anyway. The rent 
cap will be set at 0% until at least 31 
March 2023, which confirms that social 
landlords will not be able to increase 
rents for their tenants while the cap is 
set at 0%.

•	 Scottish Ministers will have the power 
to review this cap. No decision has 
been taken yet about the use of these 
emergency measures after 31 March 
2023, but we are working very closely 
with social housing stakeholders to 
carefully consider this and to determine 
the best way forward from 1 April 2023.

•	 The Bill includes a power to extend 
these measures for two further six 
month periods, if it is necessary and 
proportionate to do so. The Bill includes 
provisions for the Scottish Ministers to 
vary the rent cap. Scottish Ministers 
would need the agreement of the 
Scottish Parliament in order to do this.

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/france-rental-housing-markets/
https://www.rte.ie/news/business/2022/0525/1301144-esri-report-on-renters/
https://www.theweek.co.uk/98400/the-pros-and-cons-of-rent-controls-in-london
https://www.generationrent.org/how_new_rent_controls_could_work
https://blog.shelter.org.uk/2017/09/old-fashioned-rent-control-what-is-it-good-for-2
https://www.gov.scot/news/rent-freeze-focus-of-programme-for-government/
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On student accommodation specifically, the 
Scottish Government has acknowledged 
that the structure of contracts in college and 
university halls of residence and Purpose 
Built Student Accommodation (PBSA) is 
different from the mainstream private 
rented sector, and often includes energy 
costs. 

There is no uniform contract across all 
providers, and not all providers of student 
accommodation are members of bodies 
where they agree to meet certain minimum 
standards. The Scottish Government state 
that they believe that it is possible that 
some landlords could seek to pass on their 
increased costs to their tenants where their 
contract allows this. 

Additionally, the bill will seek to do the 
following:

•	 The rent cap will apply to those with 
existing tenancies in college and 
university halls of residence and 
PBSA. 

•	 These accommodation providers 
will not be able to increase rents for 
existing tenants while the rent cap 
remains at 0%. 

•	 The only case where a landlord will 
be able to request payment of a 
higher sum of money during the 
tenancy is where the tenant has 
made excessive use of any utilities. 
This applies to any rent increases 
after the Bill comes into force. This 
will give student tenants in college 
and university halls of residence 
and PBSA the same protection 
as students who are living in the 
mainstream private rented sector.

•	 As in the mainstream private rented 
sector, accommodation providers 
will still be able to increase rents 
between tenants.

•	 The rent cap will be set at 0% until 
at least 31 March 2023, although 
Ministers will have the power to 
review this if the situation changes 
during that time.

•	 The Bill includes a power to extend 
the rent cap measures for two further 
six month periods, if it is necessary 
and proportionate to do so. The 
Scottish Ministers would need the 
agreement of the Scottish Parliament 
in order to do this. 

•	 The Bill also includes provisions 
for the Scottish Ministers to vary 
the rent cap. Again, the Scottish 
Ministers would need the agreement 
of the Scottish Parliament in order to 
do this.

•	 The rent cap was effective from 6 
September 2022.
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Why a rent freeze? 

NUS-USI is advocating for a short-term 
rent freeze to ensure that student renters 
continue to keep a roof over their heads 
during the cost of living crisis, followed by 
a longer term strategy to support student 
renters, based on a Student Renters Bill. 

Rents are rising sharply, while student 
incomes remain the same. Students can 
barely afford the rents they currently pay, 
never mind keep up with rising prices. To 
keep students in education we need to 
ensure they have an appropriate living 
environment. 

Low regulation on the private rented sector 
is based in cultural norms and fails to take 
into account the growing reliance on the 
sector to meet housing need. As the U.K.’s 
private rented sector grows it is inevitable 
that it will need to implement greater 
regulation to protect renters. While a rent 
freeze would be ineffective as a long-term 
strategy, according to Shelter the impact 
of a 3 year rent freeze on overall private 
supply would be “small”81,and we believe 
that it would offer much needed space 
to develop a more effective approach to 
housing security in the UK.  

81. https://blog.shelter.org.uk/2017/09/old-fashioned-rent-control-what-is-it-good-for-2/ 

Student incomes largely consist of public 
money though loans and grants. Allowing 
the private rented sector and private 
purpose-built student accommodation 
providers to profit significantly off student 
incomes raises significant questions about 
the overall efficiency of this spending. 
Freezing rents would reduce the opportunity 
for some to profit off a crisis. 

Finally, students are a vulnerable group, 
whose unique requirements and situation 
means that they hold significantly less 
power than landlords in a tenancy 
arrangement.  Students who are currently 
signing contracts for the academic year 
2023/24 have almost no bargaining power 
to prevent a landlord significantly increasing 
the rent. 

Government intervention is necessary to 
ensure fairness of treatment and to make 
sure that the barriers to education for those 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
don’t continue to rise ever higher. 

https://blog.shelter.org.uk/2017/09/old-fashioned-rent-control-what-is-it-good-for-2/
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Ask 3: Free public transport for students, as well as fuel payments and increased 
mileage rates.  

“Travelling from Belfast to Coleraine is so expensive. 
Renting up in Coleraine or beside it is out of the 
question for some people, so we pay 13 pound a day 
if you have a y link card, which in my opinion is still 
expensive while you’re already in debt due to being 
at university.”  

A student at Ulster University

Transport 

Soon after we launched the Cost of 
Survival campaign we travelled around the 
country taking our asks to freshers’ fairs in 
universities and colleges. Time and again, 
we heard the same story: “I couldn’t afford 
to move out, but now I’m paying loads for 
travel”. 

As the cost of living crisis forces more 
students to live further from campus, the 
impact of travel costs becomes clearer. On 
top of this many college students living in 
rural areas with poor transport links are 
reliant on cars to get to class and they have 
been shouldering the cost of rising fuel 
prices.

In February 2023, the Department for 
Infrastructure announced a 7% increase in 
transport fares from March 2023. However, 
for students aged 16-23 with a yLink card, 
prices will drop. yLink is a smartcard for all 
16-23 years olds using Translink services 
within Northern Ireland for up to 8 years. 
Previously the pass entitled young people 
to 1/3 off Translink bus and rail travel in 
Northern Ireland, but from March this will 
increase to 50% off. The smartcard also 
entitles 50% off Enterprise travel (travel 
between Northern Ireland and the Republic 
of Ireland). The card is free, and yLink 
discounts are available on standard adult full 
fares only. 

82. The maximum combination of student loans and grants available to an undergraduate student living at home is £5338. 

No further discount is available on Translink 
promotional fares. 

While the increased discount for yLink card 
owners is a step in the right direction, it 
unfortunately does not go far enough. 

Students aged 24+ can get a 24+ Student 
Railcard which entitles them to 1/3 off rail 
travel. 

While a one-third reduction in fares 
sounds like a substantial reduction, the 
regular costs can still be high. Following 
the example in the case study above, 
using a yLink or 24+ Student Railcard, a 
monthly card for travel between Belfast 
and Coleraine costs £148.70 per month, 
which amounts to £1337.40 over a 9 month 
academic year. 

This is 35% of a nursing student’s bursary, 
or 25% of the maximum student finance 
available to an undergraduate student living 
at home82. 
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Given Northern Ireland’s poor public 
transport infrastructure many students 
don’t have the option of availing of public 
transport discounts. Rail travel only provides 
links through a limited part of the country, 
and rural bus routes frequently only run a 
small number of services per day. Students 
in these areas are often forced to buy and 
run their own cars, as this is the only way 
they can get to campus. When we asked 
students in these areas which of their bills 
had gone up the most lately, one of the top 
responses was “fuel”. 

Our transport ask is the most multifaceted 
of the emergency measures we have 
outlined in the campaign. We are calling for 
free public transport for students, as well as 
fuel payments and increased mileage rates. 
In the long-term we want to see improved 
transport routes and free public transport for 
students as a standard. 

Getting students to campus, where they 
can share resources, keep warm and 
access the support available to them is 
our immediate priority. But there are a 
wide range of benefits to offering free or 
low-cost transport for students. It can 
have significant benefits for the climate, 
improving social connectedness and 
wellbeing, promoting active lifestyles and 
improving road safety.  

Case studies for change

Free buses for under 22 year olds in 
Scotland  

In January, free bus travel was introduced 
for everyone in Scotland aged under 22, 
equating to around 930,000 people.83

Net Zero Scotland reported that 61% of 
young people living in Scotland feel that free 
access to bus travel will play a central role 
in the fight against climate change as the 
scheme helps to: 

83. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-60087004
84. https://www.netzeronation.scot/freebus
85. https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22314432.22s-clocked-21m-free-bus-journeys-snp-policy/
86. https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22314432.22s-clocked-21m-free-bus-journeys-snp-policy/

•	 take climate action to make travel 
choices that minimise the long-term 
impacts on our climate

•	 develop a transport system that will 
help deliver sustainable and inclusive 
economic growth and which will be 
safe

•	 reduce inequalities and advance 
equality of opportunity and outcome

•	 enable a healthy, active and fit nation 
which relies less on the use of private 
cars.84

Between January and September, more 
than 21 million free bus journeys have been 
made under the scheme.85

Scottish Green transport spokesperson, 
Mark Ruskell, said: “We always knew there 
would be a lasting financial benefit for 
people who can now travel for free, be that 
for work, education or leisure, improving 
that social mobility.

“But it really has come at the most vital 
of times during this cost crisis, helping 
hard squeezed families and individuals at 
a time when household incomes are being 
stretched on so many fronts.

“The huge uptake from young people 
speaks volumes, and so it is only right 
that we try and extend this group of 
users as far and wide as we possibly can 
and encourage as many free journeys as 
possible.86

It’s too early to judge the impact of the 
scheme, but research carried out ahead of 
the scheme’s introduction demonstrates the 
potential it has to significantly widen the 
horizons of young people and improve their 
access to social connections and learning 
opportunities. 

Transport Scotland conducted a survey in 
June 2022 ahead of the introduction of the 
Young Persons’ Free Bus Travel scheme. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-60087004
https://www.netzeronation.scot/freebus
https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22314432.22s-clocked-21m-free-bus-journeys-snp-policy/
https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22314432.22s-clocked-21m-free-bus-journeys-snp-policy/


The Cost of Suvival

36

All respondents were asked if they/their child had heard about the Young Persons’ Free Bus 
Travel scheme before taking part in the survey. Of the 17,362 respondents who answered 
the question, around two thirds (67%) noted that they had heard of it, compared to 28% 
who had not and 5% who were not sure.

Respondents were also asked to estimate how often they/their child was likely to use the 
Young Persons’ Free Bus Travel scheme after it was introduced. Of the 17,389 respondents 
who provided a response, over a third (37%) thought they would use it at least five days 
a week, with a further 38% suggesting they would use it at least once a week. Only 8% of 
respondents thought they would use it rarely or not at all.

Figure 13: Expected Use of the Young Persons’ Free Bus Travel Scheme87

Those who indicated that they/their child would likely use the Young Persons’ Free Bus 
Travel scheme were asked to indicate which journey types they would use this for. The table 
below details the results and shows that expected use as a direct result of the free travel 
ranged from 40% for those travelling to education, to 57% who thought they would use it 
for daytime social activities and for days out. 

The table also highlights the current bus use rate and the expected rate after the Young 
Persons’ Free Bus Travel scheme is implemented, and shows that, across all journey types 
the total expected bus use represented an increase on current levels, increasing from 21 
percentage points for Apprenticeship/Training Programme (where bus use was already 
high), to 45 percentage points for travel to/from school/college/ university. Bus use for 
all social and leisure journeys (where travel by bus is currently lower than for work and 
training) is also expected to increase.

87. https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22314432.22s-clocked-21m-free-bus-journeys-snp-policy/ 

https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22314432.22s-clocked-21m-free-bus-journeys-snp-policy/
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Journey Purpose

More jour-
neys to the 
same places

Travel 
to new 
places

Both more 
journeys 
and new 
places

Won’t 
change

Don’t 
know Total

School/College/ 
University

39% 13% 13% 31% 4% 8,704

Apprenticeship/ 
Training Pro-
gramme

28% 25% 17% 21% 9% 3,250

Work/Job 32% 18% 16% 28% 6% 5,715

Sports/Clubs or 
Other Activities

25% 27% 24% 17% 7% 8,037

Health Care 32% 10% 9% 42% 7% 7,096

Grocery Shopping 30% 21% 19% 26% 4% 5,901

Other Shopping 25% 22% 24% 23% 6% 9,622

Social Activities 
(day)

23% 27% 30% 14% 6% 10,392

Social Activities 
(evening/night)

25% 24% 26% 18% 7% 7,874

Day Out for Lei-
sure/ Event

19% 27% 33% 14% 7% 10,231

Visiting Family/ 
Friends

40% 12% 19% 24% 5% 8,773

Figure 14: Opportunities Due to Young Persons’ Free Bus Travel Scheme

Free buses for under 16s in London 

The Scottish government has a right to be optimistic about the opportunities presented 
by free travel. When a similar trial was carried out in London, it had resounding positive 
impacts, even beyond those predicted by the project team. 

In 2005, Transport for London (TfL) introduced free bus travel for under 16 year olds with 
the intention of “helping young people to continue studying, improve employment prospects 
and promote the use of public transport.” The scheme was extended to include all young 
people under 18 years in 2006. The policy was part of a wider initiative to manage pollution 
and congestion in the city by replacing car journeys with bus travel. 

While young people’s social inclusion was expected to improve with free travel, there were 
concerns that the policy could negatively affect other areas of their health, for example, 
through less exercise (active travel), and disrupt bus use for other age groups.

With funding from the NIHR Public Health Research Programme, a team of researchers from 
the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM), University College London 
and the University of Leeds carried out a ‘natural experiment’ evaluation to assess the 
impact on public health of free bus travel for young people.
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“There was a lot of controversy about 
whether free bus travel for young people 
was a good idea at a time of austerity. 
This was a perfect opportunity to not just 
inform policy decisions in London and 
elsewhere, but also to understand in more 
detail how public transport contributes to 
healthy cities.” 
 
Professor Judith Green, lead researcher 
for the ‘On The Buses’ study

After interviewing nearly 170 young and 
older people, they found that free travel 
for young people was associated with an 
increase in short bus journeys, with fewer 
trips made by car or bicycle. 

This was linked to fewer road accidents 
involving children (from 1.5 per 1,000 young 
people before free bus travel to 0.9 per 
1,000, mainly as car passengers or cyclists), 
and a fall in hospital admission rates. 

The team also found that the number of 
short trips (under 1km) taken on foot made 
up around 80% of all journeys and this 
remained unchanged by free bus travel. 
Rather than reduce the amount of walking 
overall, the free travel encouraged young 
people to take more trips independently.
Professor Green explained this unexpected 
outcome, saying: “Although the proportion 
of short journeys young people took by bus 
increased, it did not reduce the amount of 
walking they did overall because they were 
making extra trips and getting out and 
about more often.”

“If I didn’t have free travel . . . I 
wouldn’t be going places. I would 
be probably staying quite local and 
through using free travel it means 
I can go places that I’ve always 
wanted to go.”

Young Londoner, aged 15-18 years, 
interviewed about bus use

Although keeping fit was not the priority 
for most of the young interviewees, social 
interaction with friends and being able to 
manage risks, such as having a means 

to get home or catch a bus to avoid risky 
situations, were closely linked with improved 
social wellbeing. A major benefit of free 
bus travel for all young people was that 
there was no stigma attached to travelling 
by bus as it was considered ‘normal’ to use 
them in London, regardless of their financial 
situation. 

Dr Anna Goodman, recipient of an NIHR-
funded post-doctoral fellowship to contribute 
to this research, and currently Assistant 
Professor at LSHTM, commented: 

“One key factor was that free travel is 
universally available, rather than means 
tested. Not only did this ensure free travel 
was not stigmatised, but it also meant 
groups of friends could travel together 
without anyone being left out.”

Free bus travel therefore had a major impact 
on equity, largely removing travel poverty as 
a constraint for social inclusion.

The study also addressed concerns that 
free travel for young people may cause 
older people to avoid bus travel due to 
overcrowding or intimidation. Although 
they preferred to avoid busy school and 
commuter periods, older people said they 
had not been discouraged from travelling by 
bus.

Professor Green went on to explain the 
environmental advantages of encouraging 
bus use among young people, saying: 

“Free bus travel is also important to 
the goal of reducing the use of cars. 
Considering that all cities are facing 
increased congestion and rising levels 
of traffic pollution, the introduction 
of free bus travel for young people is 
an example of a policy that has made 
hopping on the bus the norm while 
easing problems on the roads.”

Based on the study’s evidence the free 
travel policy appeared to be high value for 
money, with the costs being outweighed by 
the resulting fall in road traffic casualties, 
increased bus travel and reduced car trips. 
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What’s happening elsewhere 

With so much evidence available of the 
positive climate and social impacts of free or 
low-cost travel, other countries have been 
lowering the travel costs for quite some 
time. 

Germany 

Germany introduced a scheme through 
which passengers could travel on local and 
regional transport for 9 euros per month. 
The scheme lasted from June to August 2022 
and was part of efforts to help combat the 
cost-of-living crisis as well as reduce gasoline 
use.88

The scheme was seen to be used extensively 
for leisure getaways, with the Federal 
Statistical Office reporting that journeys 
by train of more than 30 kilometres in 
rural tourism areas were on average 80% 
higher than comparable months before the 
pandemic. The figure sits at 28% for urban 
areas.89 

Markus Siewert, managing director of the 
TUM Think Tank stated that he had received 
emails from people telling him that the 
discounted ticket allowed them to go on 
holiday for the first time, or send their 
children on a school field trip.90 

“The ticket shows that people want to use 
public transport — when it’s easy to use and 
when it’s affordable,” said Lukas Iffländer, 
the vice chairman of Fahrgastverband Pro 
Bahn.91

Benefits to the scheme include:less risks 
associated with road safety;

•	 children become more independent; 

•	 less motorised traffic means quieter 
public areas that promote more social 
interaction between residents and 
visitors;  

88. https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/germany-clears-nationwide-transport-pass-92555214#:~:text=In%20June%2C%20July%20
and%20August,only%209%20euros%20a%20month.
89. https://www.tagesspiegel.de/gesellschaft/panorama/9-euro-ticket-kurbelt-ausflugstourismus-an-8592634.html
90. https://www.vox.com/world/2022/8/27/23316718/nine-euro-ticket-germany-energy-crisis-public-transportation
91. https://www.vox.com/world/2022/8/27/23316718/nine-euro-ticket-germany-energy-crisis-public-transportation
92. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jul/14/germany-9-euro-travel-pass-cheap-fares
93. https://www.eltis.org/in-brief/news/free-public-transport-dunkirk-one-year-later#:~:text=Role%20of%20free%20public%20transport,use%20pub-
lic%20transport%20more%20often
94. https://www.iledefrance-mobilites.fr/en/tickets-fares/list/student-and-under-26-fares 
95. https://www.stib-mivb.be/article.html?_guid=003e3783-1d83-3410-eab3-ce6aa344e8e2&l=en 
96. https://www.euronews.com/travel/2022/10/04/spain-short-and-medium-distance-trains-will-be-free-this-autumn-thanks-to-a-windfall-tax

•	 and slower movement encourages face-
to-face interaction, which is strongly 
linked to the production of oxytocin, 
which improves mental and physical 
health.92 

France 

Since September 2018, public transport has 
been free for both residents and visitors 
in the Urban Community of Dunkirk. The 
new scheme has seen increases in public 
transport use; 65% increase during the 
week and 125% increase during the 
weekend.93 Positive impacts of the scheme 
have included greater autonomy for young 
people, more new public transport users and 
perceived benefits for local traders who have 
enjoyed higher footfall. 

In Paris students can benefit from a under 
26 student annual ticket which allows 
unlimited travel in the Île-de-France region 
for 350 euro per year (that’s almost how 
much the student on page 35 pays in two 
months travelling between Belfast and 
Coleraine)94. 

Belgium 

In Brussels students aged 18 – 24 can get 
a city wide travel card, entitling them to 
unlimited transport for just 12 euros per 
year95. 

Spain 

Earlier this year, Spain introduced 
free train tickets for short and medium-
distance journeys. The scheme was 
originally meant to end on 31 December, 
but it has since been extended until 
September 2023 given the positive social 
and environmental impacts.96

https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/germany-clears-nationwide-transport-pass-92555214#:~:
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/germany-clears-nationwide-transport-pass-92555214#:~:
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/gesellschaft/panorama/9-euro-ticket-kurbelt-ausflugstourismus-an-8592634
https://www.vox.com/world/2022/8/27/23316718/nine-euro-ticket-germany-energy-crisis-public-transport
https://www.vox.com/world/2022/8/27/23316718/nine-euro-ticket-germany-energy-crisis-public-transport
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jul/14/germany-9-euro-travel-pass-cheap-fares
https://www.eltis.org/in-brief/news/free-public-transport-dunkirk-one-year-later#:~:text=Role%20of%2
https://www.eltis.org/in-brief/news/free-public-transport-dunkirk-one-year-later#:~:text=Role%20of%2
https://www.iledefrance-mobilites.fr/en/tickets-fares/list/student-and-under-26-fares
https://www.stib-mivb.be/article.html?_guid=003e3783-1d83-3410-eab3-ce6aa344e8e2&l=en
https://www.euronews.com/travel/2022/10/04/spain-short-and-medium-distance-trains-will-be-free-this-
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Minister of Finance María Jesús Montero has 
pledged €700 million to extend the scheme 
and said:

“We are going to convert this policy into a 
structural one and we will see the concrete 
results of public transport to reduce CO2. It 
is a priority policy in the coming years.”

The Netherlands 

Transport is free for Dutch students who 
complete their studies within ten years. 
The government pays for students’ travel 
on a loan basis, which turns into a gift 
once they have completed their studies 
within the timeframe. It is managed as 
part of the government’s student finance 
arrangements97. 

Luxembourg 

Public transport was made completely free 
in Luxembourg in 2020. While the scheme 
has not yet reduced the population’s reliance 
on cars, the government have seen it as 
the first step in a programme to reduce 
emissions over the next decade, and the 
policy has reduced bills for the public and 
improved mobility for young people98. 

Austria 

In 2021 Austria introduced a 3 euro 
KlimaTicket (Climate ticket), which will 
take you anywhere in the country for just 
a 3 euro ticket. The climate ticket has 
helped induce behavioural change. While 
the large majority of subscribers have a 
driving licence, about two-thirds of surveyed 
customers indicated they were using public 
transport more frequently. Indeed, 85% 
have already replaced car journeys with 
public transport99.

97. https://access-nl.org/relocating-to-netherlands/first-three-months/transportation-netherlands/what-is-student-ov-chipkaart/#questions-1600 
98. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-07-07/inside-luxembourg-s-experiment-with-free-public-transit 
99. https://www.oecd.org/climate-action/ipac/practices/austria-s-klimaticket-to-promote-low-carbon-mobility-408c8de9/ 

It is too early to conduct a full-fledged 
assessment of the impact and cost 
effectiveness of Austria’s KlimaTicket. 
However, the Austrian government 
has decided to maintain the initiative, 
underlining strong political will to pursue 
decarbonisation of the transport sector. The 
KlimaTicket has become Austria’s key policy 
measure to delivering net-zero transport.

Reducing the cost of travel in NI 

Introducing free public transport for 
students in Northern Ireland would not only 
ease a significant financial burden that many 
face but it also has the potential to: 

•	 Widen mobility, enabling students 
to visit areas of the country they 
wouldn’t normally. 

•	 Decrease social isolation by 
facilitating greater mobility 

•	 Support climate targets both through 
lowering emissions, and, more 
importantly, by instigating a cultural 
shift towards greater public transport 
use. 

•	 Improve road safety 

It is important to note, however, that as a 
short-term measure free public transport 
alone will not support students who live 
in the majority of the country where rural 
networks are insufficient to meet travel 
needs. 

Action must also be taken to increase 
mileage rates available to placement 
students and introduce fuel payments for 
students struggling to manage rising fuel 
costs. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-07-07/inside-luxembourg-s-experiment-with-free-public-transit
https://www.oecd.org/climate-action/ipac/practices/austria-s-klimaticket-to-promote-low-carbon-mobility-408c8de9/
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While HMRC recommends that employees be able to claim 45p per mile for the first 10,000 
miles driven, nursing students in Northern Ireland are only able to claim 24.4p per mile. 
They are required to complete several placements in order to complete their course and 
any time off can threaten their chance to graduation. 

In July this year, student Jake Benjamin Smith, a mental health student nurse at Ulster 
University’s Magee campus, told the BBC that he has slept in his car between work 
placement shifts to try to avoid the rising cost of fuel100. He said,

“The price of living has gone up, the price of diesel and 
petrol has gone up, and we are living off £430 a month. 
Because it’s a full-time course we are advised not to work 
around that. I know students, including myself at times, 
who have had to sleep in their car at the hospital grounds 
because they literally can’t afford to travel home and travel 
back up to placement the next day.

“I’m working seven days a week and doing maybe 40 hours 
a week as a student nurse and pulling extra shifts to make 
sure that my rent is paid and the children 
have food.”

Mr Smart said students are limited as to how much they can claim on mileage 
depending on the distance they are from the university.

“So say you lived 20 miles away from the university 
and your placement is 60 miles away, you can only 
claim for the 40 miles because you would be doing that 20-
mile journey to the university anyway.”

While NUS-USI supports the widespread expansion of public transport we are aware that 
such a project would take several years to complete. 

In the meantime, there needs to be effort to ensure that students in rural areas who 
are reliant on their cars will also get support. College campuses in rural areas are a vital 
community resource and add significant value to their local area. There are already many 
barriers to accessing education for those living in rural areas – we must ensure that 
transport doesn’t become even more of a barrier than it already is. 

As discussed in previous chapters, the cost of allowing students to fall out of education due 
to financial burdens could be far higher than a short-term investment which keeps them in 
education. We want to see work carried out with colleges and universities to explore a fuel 
payment scheme for students who are struggling to meet their weekly fuel costs. 

100. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-62075582 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-62075582
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It is understandable that those in a 
position of power will ask what the cost of 
implementing these measures will be. 

We encourage those people to consider this: 
what is the cost of not implementing them? 

What is the long-term cost of people leaving 
third level education in their droves because 
they cannot afford to pay their rent and food 
bills while they study? 

What is the cost of allowing thousands of 
students to work themselves to the point 
of exhaustion attempting to work more and 
more hours while studying full-time – and 
how does this impact our health sector in 
years to come? 

What is cost of failing to invest in our 
transport and infrastructure links, while 
countries across Europe are planning for 
the future? What is the cost of leaving rural 
students behind as they are confronted with 
higher and higher fuel costs, and what does 
this do to their communities? 

We have set out a clear case for bespoke 
support for students in Northern Ireland who 
are struggling to meet the demands of the 
cost of living crisis. 

We have articulated the decade long 
stagnation in student finance which has 
put students at a disadvantage to their 
predecessors year after year. We have 
outlined the lack of structural support 
available to student renters and the 
precarious position they find themselves 
in. And we have demonstrated the need for 
Northern Ireland to start taking affordable 
travel seriously if it wants to keep up with 
global trends. 

We build our future in the present. 
How we treat the students and 
young people of today determines 
the kind of society we get 
tomorrow. When we fail to create 
the conditions in which future 
generations can thrive we keep 
everyone locked in survival mode. 

We hope that this report leads to the 
start of real action to care for Northern 
Ireland’s student population, and an end 
to procrastination by decision makers, 
who have left students, their families and 
students’ unions plugging the gaps they 
have been unwilling to confront. As those 
gaps grow wider, more and more students 
are falling through. 

The lost students – the ones who fall out 
of education, who never enter it in the first 
place, or who reach the end exhausted 
and burned out by the demands that has 
been placed on them. The loss of their 
talent, their creativity and their capabilities. 
The loss of their hopes for the future and 
the possibilities that were never realised 
because they were never given a chance, 
or spent all their time and energy simply 
getting by day to day. 

That loss is the true cost of 
a system which is making it 
impossible for many to survive 
within it. 

That’s the Cost of Survival. 

Conclusion
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Name of 
Support

Institution Summary of 
Support

Nature of 
Support

Description of Support

Grant for Tuition 
Fees 

Higher 
Education 

To help with the 
cost of tuition fees

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Household income needs to be 
below £26,029 to qualify. Also 
considered of the basis of study 
intensity. 

Loan for Tuition 
Fees 

Higher 
Education 

To help with the 
cost of tuition fees

The full amount 
needs to be paid 
back.

•	 All eligible full-time higher 
education students entering 
higher education can get a 
Tuition Fee Loan. The loan will 
cover any amount up to the 
full amount for tuition fees. For 
2022 to 2023 this will be up to 
£4,630 for students studying 
within Northern Ireland.

HE Maintenance 
Grant or Other 
Support Grants

Higher 
Education 

To help with 
accommodation 
and other living 
costs through 
the Maintenance 
Grant or Special 
Support Grant.

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 For students who normally 
live in Northern Ireland and 
are doing a full-time higher 
education course in the UK.

•	 Depends on household income. 

•	 Does not need to be paid back.

Maintenance 
Loan 

Higher 
Education 

To help towards 
accommodation 
and other living 
costs. 

The full amount 
needs to be paid 
back.

•	 All eligible full-time students 
can get a Maintenance Loan, 
but the exact amount depends 
on several factors.

•	 The basic student loan for 
Northern Ireland students is 
£3,750 if you are living and 
attending college in Northern 
Ireland

•	 75 per cent of the maximum 
Maintenance Loan can be taken 
out regardless of household 
income - this is called the ‘non 
income assessed’ part of the 
loan. The remaining 25 per 
cent - the ‘income assessed’ 
part of the loan - depends on 
your household income.

Postgraduate 
Studentship 
Awards

Higher 
Education 

For research 
and certain 
approved full-
time postgraduate 
courses leading 
to higher degrees 
(Masters and 
PhDs).

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Sponsored by the Department 
for the Economy. 

•	 QUB and UU. 

Appendix A: Financial Support available 
to students



The Cost of Suvival

44

Education 
Maintenance 
Allowance 
(EMA)

Further 
Education 

Funding to enable 
young people 
from less well-
off families to 
remain in post-
compulsory 
education at 
school or college.

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Scheme introduced jointly 
by the Department for the 
Economy and the Department 
of Education in 2004. 

•	 A payment of £30 a week 
which is paid fortnightly.

•	 Only available for FE students. 

Further 
Education 
Grants 

Further 
Education 

Assists students 
with living costs 
and 

Does not need to 
be paid back. 

•	 Founded by the Education 
Authority. 

•	 Range in value from £2,092 
down to £1,122.

•	 Dependent on individual 
circumstances and household 
income.

Disabled 
Student 
Allowance 

Higher 
Education 

Additional funding 
to help students 
with extra 
essential costs as 
a direct result of a 
disability. 

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Depends on individual needs 
and not household income.

•	 Up to £25,000 for each year 
of study (includes equipment, 
etc.). 

Adults 
Dependants’ 
Grant 

Higher 
Education 

To help with 
everyday costs 
if financially 
responsible for 
another adult 
while studying.

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Depends on individual 
circumstances.

•	 Up to £2,695.

Childcare Grant Higher 
Education 
and Further 
Education 

To help pay 
towards the costs 
of childcare while 
studying.

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Maximum for one child in 
childcare - up to £148.75 a 
week.

•	 Maximum for two or more 
children in childcare - up 
to £255.00 a week. 

Parents 
Learning 
Allowance 

Higher 
Education

Additional 
allowance towards 
everyday costs for 
parents. 

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Maximum allowance available is 
between £50 and £1,538. 

Institution 
Bursary 

Higher 
Education 

Extra sources 
of financial help 
available from 
colleges and 
universities. 

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Some charities and educational 
trusts also offer grants and 
awards. 

•	 The minimum payment 
depends on the tuition fees the 
university or college charges. 
Many universities and colleges 
are offering considerably more 
than the minimum.

DHSSPS Social 
Work Bursary 

Higher 
Education 

To help with the 
costs associated 
with completing 
the Degree in 
Social Work in NI 
Universities.

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Annual payment of £4,000 and 
an allowance of £500 towards 
travel costs associated with 
practice placements.

•	 Does not depend on household 
income. 
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NHS Bursaries 
and Grants 

Higher 
Education 

Funding for 
those studying to 
become a doctor 
or dentist. 

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Eligible full-time students can 
apply for a non-means tested 
grant of £1,000 per academic 
year; tuition fee contribution; 
means-tested bursary based on 
household income.

Benefits Higher 
Education 
and Further 
Education 

Part-time students 
and certain 
groups of full-
time students 
may sometimes 
be eligible for 
income-related 
benefits.

Does not need to 
be paid back.

•	 Depends on personal 
circumstances, such as 
income and savings. May not 
be entitled to get benefits if 
the income received through 
student finance is too high. 

•	 Part-time students may be 
eligible for income-related 
benefits such as Housing 
Benefit or Income Support.

 


