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Living in damp dwellings

This report presents statistics about people living in damp dwellings in Aotearoa New Zealand, from the
2023 Census. Damp dwelling raises the risk of respiratory illness and negatively impacts health and
wellbeing.

Key facts

e In 2023, 20.6% of New Zealanders (859,137 people) lived in damp dwellings, a decrease from
24.1% in 2018.

e Severely damp dwellings affected 2.8% (117,045 people) of the population in 2023.

e Over a quarter of children (0—14 years) (26.0%) and young adults (1529 years) (26.2%) lived in
damp dwellings.

e In 2023, the rate of people living in damp dwellings was higher among Pacific peoples (39.0%)
and Maori (35.1%).

e In 2023, Tairawhiti health district had the highest percentage of its population living in damp
houses (35.8%), followed by Northland district (28.8%).

Damp dwellings increase the risk of respiratory iliness

Dampness in buildings is associated with respiratory illness. Dwelling dampness increases the risk of cough,
wheeze, and asthma, particularly among vulnerable groups such as children, older adults, and people with
pre-existing respiratory conditions (Bornehag et al 2004, WHO 2009, Ingham 2019). Living in damp
dwellings also increased sleep problems among school children (Janson et al 2005). Evidence suggests that
there is a positive association between residential dampness and poor mental health outcomes (Gatto et al
2024).

Dampness provides ideal conditions for mould growth in dwellings (Du et al 2021). Quantitative studies have
found an association between living in damp or mouldy dwellings and psychological outcomes such stress,
depression, anxiety, and poor overall mental wellbeing (Brooks et al 2025). Several international reports
have highlighted the connection between inadequate heating, damp, cold, and mouldy dwellings and poor
health outcomes (Leardini et al 2010).

The Healthy Housing Initiative (2009), along with the Healthy Homes Standards regulations (2019), has
provided practical interventions— such as heating, insulation, and education for families at risk of housing-
related illness—that improve the warmth and dryness of homes, reduce respiratory illness, and support
better mental health (Chisholm et al 2024). These standards may have contributed to improved housing
guality, as census data shows a decline in the number of people living in damp and mould dwellings in 2023
compared to 2018.
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EHINZ surveillance reports on populations living in mouldy dwellings and home heating also offer valuable
information on the relationship between dwelling conditions and health outcomes.

One in five New Zealanders live in damp dwellings

In 2023, 20.6% (logical bound 18.8-27.6) of New Zealanders (859,137 people) lived in dwellings that

were damp (sometimes or always), including 2.8% of people (117,045) living in dwellings considered
severely damp (always damp).

The percentage of people living in damp dwellings has decreased by 3.5 percentage points from the
previous census year, dropping from 24.1% (22.2-30.2) in 2018 (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Percentage of people living in damp dwellings, total, by census year
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Note: Logical bounds indicate the range within which the actual percentage falls, accounting for some missing data. These ranges are displayed
as vertical bars.

Source: Stats NZ 2023 not sure what the horizontal line designates?

Children and young adults have the highest rates of living in damp
dwellings

Children and young adults experienced notably higher rates of living in dwellings that were damp either?
sometimes or always.

In 2023, 26.0% (23.2—33.7) of children aged 0-14 years lived in damp dwellings. This represents a decrease
from 30.4% (27.6—36.8) in 2018, a decline of 4.4 percentage points over five years.

The 15-29 years age group had the highest percentage of people living in damp dwellings in 2023, at 26.2%
(23.3-34.3). This represents a 3.6 percentage point decrease from 2018, when 29.8% (26.6—37.4) of people
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in this age group lived in damp dwellings (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Percentage of people living in damp dwellings by age group, by census year

m2018 2023

Percentage (%)
40
35

-_——-

T
1
I
1
1

30

25

20

8

15

|

10
5

26.0 26.2 20.1 10.1

0
0-14 years 15-29 years 30-64 years 65+ years

Age group

Note: Logical bounds indicate the range within which the actual percentage falls, accounting for some missing data. These ranges are displayed as
vertical bars.

Source: Stats NZ 2023

Pacific and Maori populations experience higher rates of living in damp
dwellings

In 2023, Pacific peoples and Maori experienced relatively high rates of living in damp dwellings. Almost two
in five (39.0%, 32.3-49.5) Pacific peoples and over one—third (35.1%, 29.8—44.9) of Maori lived in dwellings
that were damp (sometimes or always) (Figure 3). This reflects a decrease from 2018, when 46.2% (37.4—
56.4) of Pacific peoples and 40.4% (35.4—47.8) of Maori lived in damp dwellings. Pacific peoples

experienced a drop of 7.2 percentage points, while the percentage for Maori declined by 5.3 percentage
points (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Percentage of people living in damp dwellings, by ethnic group (total response),
by census year
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Note: Logical bounds indicate the range within which the actual percentage falls, accounting for some missing data. These ranges are displayed as
vertical bars. Total response ethnic groups have been used, so each ethnic group includes everyone who identified as that ethnic group. This
means ethnic groups may overlap, and should not be directly compared.

Source: Stats NZ 2023

Among children aged 0-14 years, Maori and Pacific children had notably high rates of living in damp
dwellings. In 2023, 41.8% (34.5-52.1) of Pacific children lived in damp dwellings, a decrease of 7.8
percentage points since 2018.The percentage of Maori children living in damp dwellings also has

declined, from 44.1% (38.5-56.3) in 2018 to 38.4% (32.5-48.1) in 2023, a drop of 5.7 percentage points
(Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Percentage of children aged 0-14 years living in damp dwellings by ethnic group, by
census year
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Note: Logical bounds indicate the range within which the actual percentage falls, accounting for some missing data. These ranges are displayed as

vertical bars. Total response ethnic groups have been used, so each ethnic group includes everyone who identified as that ethnic group. This means
ethnic groups may overlap, and should not be directly compared.
Source: Stats NZ 2023  why two graphs and the horizontal line?

Variation in damp dwellings across health districts

In 2023, Tairawhiti district (formerly district health board) recorded the highest percentage of its population
living in damp dwellings, with 35.8% (32.0-42.6) of their residents reporting their homes were damp either
sometimes or always. This means that more than one in three people in the district lived in a damp dwelling.
The rate is much higher than the national rate of 20.6% (18.8-27.6) (Figure 5).

In 2023, the overall percentage of people living in damp dwellings in the North Island was 22.2% (20.1—
29.6), notably higher than the rate of 15.7% (14.7-21.2) in the South Island.

Cyclone Gabrielle occurred just a few weeks before the 2023 census, and some regions in the North
Island were severely affected. As stated by Stats NZ, this may have influenced the percentage of people

reporting that they lived in damp dwellings, as they may have been experiencing dampness at the time
of the census.
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Figure 5: Percentage of people living in damp dwellings, by district, 2023
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Note: Logical bounds indicate the range within which the actual percentage falls, accounting for some missing data. These ranges are displayed as
vertical bars.
Source: Stats NZ 2023

Among children aged 0-14 years, more than two in five children lived in damp dwellings in the Tairawhiti
district (45.4%, 40.3-51.5), the highest rate in the country. This was followed by Northland, where 38.5%
(32.4-48.2) of children lived in damp dwellings (Figure 6).

The rates for children in Waitemata, Bay of Plenty, Capital, Coast and Hutt Valley, Nelson Marlborough,
Canterbury, South Canterbury and Southern districts were all below the national rate of 26.0% (23.2-33.7).
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Figure 6: Percentage of children aged 0-14 years living in damp dwellings, by district,

2023
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Note: Logical bounds indicate the range within which the actual percentage falls, accounting for some missing data. These ranges are displayed as

vertical bars.
Source: Stats NZ 2023

Higher rates of damp housing in the North Island

In 2023, the North Island clearly had a noticeably higher concentration of areas with higher percentage of
people living in damp housing, with several territorial authorities (TAs) — Far North, Waitomo, Kawerau,
Opotiki, Gisborne, Wairoa, and Chatham Islands — reporting rates exceeding 31.0% (Figure 7).

Notably, only 2 out of 67 TAs (Gisborne and Napier) recorded an increase in the percentage of people living
in damp housing compared to 2018. These areas were among those most affected by Cyclone Gabrielle,
which likely contributed to the higher rates of reported dampness.
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Figure 7: Percentage of people living in damp dwellings, by territorial authority (TA), 2023
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Source: Stats NZ 2023
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Data for this indicator

Data for this indicator comes from the New Zealand 2023 Census of Population and Dwellings (Aotearoa
Data Explorer). Further information on the data quality of the 2023 Census is available on the 2023
Census page.

Dwelling dampness indicates whether an occupied private dwelling is not damp (dry throughout) or the
degree to which it is damp — sometimes damp or always damp. Dampness is defined as when a
dwelling feels or smells damp or has damp patches on the wall, ceiling, floor, or window frames.

The 2023 Census data for this variable includes some missing or invalid responses. To address this, logical
bounds are used to show the possible range of values for the percentage, based on the available responses.
However, it's important to note that the total population used in this calculation is lower than the actual census
population, as it excludes individuals in non-private dwellings and those not captured in household data.
Therefore, the bounds should be interpreted as indicative rather than comprehensive, as they account for
some, not all, of the missing data. Further information is available on the Families and households in the
2023 Census: Data sources, methodology, and data quality document from Stats NZ.

It is worth mentioning that a few weeks before 2023 census data collection, Cyclone Gabrielle impacted
several regions in New Zealand. This may have affected the level of dampness and mould in some
dwellings within the affected areas.

Similar information can be found in living in mouldy dwellings surveillance report.

For additional information, see the Metadata sheet.
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Explore geographic data on interactive dashboards:

Indoor environment domain EHINZ dashboard
dashboard

Other related topics include:

Mouldy dwellings Lower respiratory tract Home heating Asthma
infections
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Disclaimer

Environmental Health Intelligence NZ — Rapu Matauranga Hauora mo te Taiao - Aotearoa, makes no warranty,
express or implied, nor assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, correctness, completeness,
or use of any information that is available in this surveillance report.
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