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Introduction 

I wish to thank the Committee for inviting me to make a submission on the case for 

rent regulation in the private rented sector. The private rented sector could play an 

important role in resolving the current housing crisis in Ireland.  However, significant 

changes would be required. From the point of view of tenants three fundamental 

problems can be identified. These are high rents, insecurity of tenure and poor 

standards. Before examining these difficulties, it is important to first  examine the 

broader Irish housing system in which the private rented sector operates. 

 

The Decline of  Non-Market Provision  

Public “non-market” provision, by local authorities, housing associations and other 

non-profit organisations, has changed significantly over the last 40 years.  In 1975,  

Local Authorities provided almost 8,800 homes  for rent.  This represented one third 

of total housing provision while “market” provision by property developers and 

builders accounted for over two thirds.  By 2005 the non-market proportion had 

dropped to 7%. In 2014 non-market provision represented only 515 homes or a mere 

5% of the total, while market provision had increased to 95%.  See Table 1.  

 

  Table 1.      Housing Provision : Market and Non-Market 

Year   Market       % Non-Market % 

1975 18,098       67 8,794 33 

2005 75,398       93 5,559  7 

2014 10,501       95    515  5 

Source :  Housing Statistics 

 

It is clear, therefore, that housing provision is now almost entirely market-driven. In 

effect, we have presided over the “commodification” of housing where access to a 

home, whether to buy or to rent, depends on ability to pay. 

 

The most vulnerable who do not have the ability to pay must  rely on temporary bed 

and breakfast accommodation subsidised by the government and the taxpayer. In 

extreme cases, the homeless, those without jobs, with little money or perhaps 

suffering addiction sleep on the streets or in cars. Despite some  efforts by Local 

Authorities, travellers remain a disadvantaged group whose housng needs have not 

been met over an extended period. People with intellectual disabilities have also fared 

badly, the vast majority now having to live at home with elderly or ill parents, many 

unable to cope. 

 

A radical change of policy is required to reverse the alarming reduction in the direct 

provision of public housing. The proposal by the Government to build 35,000 homes 

for rent over the next five years and to refurbish many more represents a good start to 

redress this unacceptable situation.  However, the proposal to provide for a further 
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75,000 social housing tenants in the private rented sector is unwise and needs to be 

reviewed urgently. 

 

The Struggle to Purchase 

Since public provision and the private rented sector have been so problematic in 

recent decades, it is no wonder that so many have seen the purchase of a home as the 

only alternative.  People purchased in large numbers especially during the mis-named 

Celtic Tiger period.  However, many families, encouraged and facilitated by banks 

and building societies, unwisely took out excessive loans.  They now find themselves 

in mortgage arrears and in danger of re-possession. 

 

Now, despite the crash, nothing has changed. Even those currently in relatively well-

paid employment again struggle to purchase or rent homes, especially in the Dublin 

area.  CSO data show that house prices in Dublin increased by 15% in 2013, by 23% 

during 2014 and 17% up to June 2015.  Apartment prices also increased – by 21% in 

2013 and 2014 .  Even if we exclude Dublin and despite over-supply in some areas, 

national house prices rose by almost 10% last year.    The ratio of new house prices to 

average earnings for the country as a whole is now 7:1 compared to about half that in 

1994.  In Dublin the ratio is now 9.3:1 – the average house price is more than nine 

times average earnings.   

 

Thirty years ago a mortgage could be obtained and a home purchased with one 

modest salary; today that would be a rare phenomenon. At that time, the standard 

period of a loan was twenty years; encouraged by lenders it has risen to thirty and 

more, ensuring a lifetime of “debt serfdom”.  Working couples with childcare costs 

struggle with the equivalent of two or more mortgages. 

 

Housing Over-Valued 

Commentators with vested interests regularly decry the fact that prices have fallen 

since their peak in 2007. They go on to argue that rising house prices are a good 

indicator of economic recovery. However, few would admit that, when the crash came 

in 2007, homes were massively over-valued or, more accurately, over-priced. During 

that “boom” period, everyone with common sense knew that the price and rent hikes 

simply could not go on indefinitely (See Drudy and Punch, 2005 for detailed 

analysis). 

 

The standard argument during the housing boom was that the “fundamentals” of the 

economy were sound and that all would be well. There was no bubble. It was even 

argued that soaring house prices were a good indicator of a successful economy. In 

any case, there would be a “soft landing”.  Instead, there was a massive crash, causing 

much suffering. We must never return there. 

 

The only real “fundamental” is whether people can afford to purchase or rent homes 

and as prices and rents escalate yet again, this is highly questionable. The recent 

increases in house prices are completely out of line with other price indicators such as 

the Consumer Price Index, average earnings and the cost of construction.   Even today 

after prices fell for several years, residential prices are still significantly out of line 

with the Consumer Price Index (CPI) and have been since 1995.  See Fig.     
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Over the 20 years since 1995 national house prices increased more than four times 

faster than the  CPI (216%  and 52% respectively).   If we accept that the price of 

shelter should not diverge significantly from the general price level, then homes are 

still significantly over-valued. If the price of other necessities increased in this way, 

there would be a public outcry and justifiably so.  

 

Since housing is over-priced it means that a high proportion of disposable income is 

tied up repaying mortgage debt for an extended period.  The result is that less 

disposable income is available over this period for expenditure on other social and 

economic activities.  So escalating house prices and rents may benefit some but result 

in an overall distortion rather than an improvement to the economy. 

 

The result is also a deep inter-generational inequality in relation to access to private 

housing, in that young adults can never aspire to purchase or rent to live even in 

relatively modest areas where they were born and raised by their parents. The 

argument that rising house prices and rents are a good indicator of economic recovery 

must ring hollow with an entire generation of young people. A key objective of any 

government must be to ensure that the  prices or rents of homes do not diverge 

significantly from other key price indicators such as the Consumer Price Index.   

 

Private Rented as an Alternative 

Housing provided by private landlords is expensive, insecure and often sub-standard. 

Good accommodation can certainly be secured by those on high incomes and there 

are many decent, responsible landlords. However, many individuals and families on 

low incomes usually end up in poor accommodation, much of which is in breach of 

health and safety regulations and with virtually no security of tenure.  The private 

rented sector is heavily subsidised by the government with rent supplement at a cost 

of €344 million in 2014. More than €5.5 billion in rent supplement has been paid 

out to private landlords over the last fifteen years to accommodate low-income 
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tenants. Despite this, many individuals and families are being evicted since they are 

unable to pay large rent increases being sought.  

 

A range of international property investors have purchased and now control an 

increasing proportion of private residential accommodation. Many of these as well as 

private landlords have been demanding rent increases of 20% and more. One 

international landlord, a real estate investment trust (REIT), having recently 

purchased about 2,000 apartments from NAMA at knockdown prices, expects to 

procure a further 5,000 in the forseeable future. Companies whose sole objective is 

income and profit maximisation cannot be relied on to provide affordable and secure 

homes for our people. 

 

Rent Regulation and Vested Interests 

After a well-publicised debate at Government level in October and November 2015, 

the principle of “rent  regulation” was finally agreed and a number of other helpful 

changes were made in relation to the private rented sector. One stipulation in 

Stabilising Rents, Boosting Supply, issued by the Government in November 2015, was 

that rent reviews can only take place every two years rather than each year over the 

next four years.  However, the idea of a rent review every two years represents only a 

short-term solution to volatile and often escalating rents. While landlords cannot 

increase rents for two years there is nothing to prevent them from demanding an 

enormous increase after two years. This was an unhappy compromise between 

competing views at the Cabinet Table. 

 

The Minister for the Environment had, throughout 2015,  been trying to achieve what 

he called “rent certainty” for tenants and landlords. He was, in effect seeking, to 

achieve a rent regulation system similar to that pertaining in a range of European 

countries such as Germany, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden. 

While there are minor variations between these countries, rent increases must 

normally be in line with inflation or some reasonable percentage increase and take 

into account additional costs involved in improving the quality of rented 

accommodation.  In 2015 the Government’s own advisory body, the National 

Economic and Social Council, had  already advised the government to introduce a 

similar  system of “rent regulation” in association with actions to increase housing 

supply and security of tenure.
1 

 

 

Despite this, a concerted campaign was waged by Irish and international property and 

mortgage interest groups against any form of rent regulation. As an example, the US 

firm Kennedy Wilson which rents over 1,000 units in Dublin wrote to the Department 

of Finance advising against such proposals. This firm argued that rent certainty 

measures would  act as a “huge disincentive” for investors.
 2

 The intervention by this 

international landlord played a key role in the compromise solution outlined above. 

Organisations such as Threshold and Simon arguing for rent regulation on European 

lines were largely ignored.  

 

The failure to reach agreement on rent regulation at Government level arises from the 

considerable pressure exerted by both Irish and international property interests.  One 

standard argument is that any form of rent regulation represents an “interference in 

the market”.  At the same time, those posing this argument have no difficulty 

recommending an obvious market intereference such as tax incentives.  It is further 
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argued that rent regulation would result in the exit from the sector of many landlords.  

Yet there is no evidence throughout Europe for this.    

 

Some commentators also confuse the term “rent regulation” with the term “rent 

control” and use the terms interchangeably.  This is simply incorrect.  Rent control 

was a rigid form of “first generation” “rent ceiling” or “rent freeze” which existed in 

Ireland, Europe and the United States for the period from the first World War up to 

the 1970s. The persistently low rents inevitably led landlords to neglect their rented 

properties and often to dispose of them, thus reducing the supply of rented 

accommodation.   

 

This type of  rent control or “rent freeze” was unreasonable and was found to be 

unconstitutional in Ireland in 1981.  However, such “rent control” is now non-existent 

in Ireland or anywhere else in Europe.  Instead, second and third generation “rent 

regulation” is the norm in countries such as  Germany, France, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden. This allows rent increases in line with inflation or 

some reasonable percentage increase and taking into account additional costs 

involved in improving the quality of rented accommodation.  

 

The Economic Case for Rent Regulation 

There are a number of economic reasons as to why “rent regulation” should be 

introduced in Ireland. First, the private rented sector is an “imperfect” or 

“monopolistic-type” market where there are large numbers of tenants seeking 

accommodation and a much smaller number of landlords offering 

accommodation. Therefore, tenants have virtually no influence over rents and 

landlords can dictate what the rents will be. Government intervention and regulation 

is now widely accepted throughout the world as essential in such monopolistic-type 

markets. Those who oppose rent regulation argue that the private rented sector is a 

“perfect” or “free” market.
3
 Anyone who has taken a basic Economics course knows 

that this is patently incorrect. 

 

Second, high rents (as well as high house prices) are bad for the economy. Large 

sums of money have to be expended on renting or purchase which could otherwise 

contribute to employment-generating activities. This is wasteful and inefficient. High 

rents (as well as high house prices) also  result in pressure for wage increases, thus 

leading to a loss of competitiveness.  

 

Third,  rent increases over recent years have been seriously out of line with other 

indicators such as the Consumer Price Index, average earnings and the cost of 

building.  This divergence cannot be justified for an economic necessity such as 

housing. Unaffordable rents have regularly resulted in evictions and homelessness. 

This makes no economic sense and is in conflict with government policy. 

 

Fourth, high house prices and rents act as a deterrent to skilled workers wishing 

to return to Ireland and to the executives of  foreign companies  considering 

Ireland as a location.  

 

Apart from the economic arguments outlined above, there are a range of social, equity 

and ethical reasons why house prices and rents should not be allowed to escalate 

unreasonably. Housing must surely be a “home” rather than another “commodity”. 
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Landlords are not always to blame for all the difficulties in the private rented sector. 

There is evidence that some tenants fail to pay agreed rents over extended periods  

and cause significant damage to properties. This requires urgent attention as does the 

tax treatment of rental income. 

 

Finally, rent regulation should be introduced in association with a significant change 

in relation to security of tenure as proposed by the NESC. Far longer leases with no 

unreasonable loopholes are essential.  Rent regulation is one key requirement in a 

monopolistic-type market.  However, this must be accompanied by significant further 

efforts to increase the supply of both public and private housing for sale and rent.  The 

Government has made provision for the construction of 35,000 social housing units 

over the next 5 years.  However, at least 10,000 such homes per annum are required to 

even deal with the 90,000 families currently in housing need.  

 

Finally : What Kind of Society Do We Want? 

We need to ask ourselves whether the first priority of the Irish housing system should 

be the realisation of investment, speculative or capital gains by those with the 

necessary resources, or the provision of an affordable, secure, good-quality home as 

the right of every citizen? Simply put, are houses a market commodity or comfortable 

shelter from the storm.  The choice, either way, is ours. 

 

If we are serious about providing homes for all our people, we need to first ask 

ourselves - and answer – one key question. What is the main purpose of housing?  Is 

housing yet another  market commodity subject to the market forces of supply and 

demand to be traded like other commodities such as cars, racehorses or stocks and 

shares? This view sees housing primarily as a means of  profit-making and 

speculation, as well as  procuring capital gain and accumulating wealth by home 

owners.  Houses are bought by and sold to only those with the ability to pay, whether 

through their own resources or by borrowing. Those without resources or the ability 

to borrow simply cannot participate in this market game. I believe that this view of 

housing as a “commodity”, now predominant, is deeply flawed and is a central cause 

of  our recent housing crises.  

 

The primary objective of housing is, and should be, to provide homes appropriate to 

need, to provide shelter, places to live and feel secure and participate in a community 

and society at an affordable price or rent. This view sees housing as a public good like 

health and education to be provided for all irrespective of ability to pay.  This view 

also refects the fact that housing has been given the status of a right by the 

international community.  

 

Housing as a Right 

The right to housing is long-established in a wide range of international human rights 

instruments. First stated in the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights in 1948, the right to housing has been explicitly restated and amplified in a 

series of subsequent international human rights conventions, including the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, adopted by the 

United Nations General Assembly in 1966. These conventions set out internationally 

accepted standards and illustrate the sustained global support given to the right to 

adequate housing by the international community.  
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Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Cultural and Social Rights, 

which Ireland has ratified is as follows: 

 

The States Parties to the present Covenant recognise the right of everyone to 

an adequate standard of living for himself/herself and his/her family, 

including adequate food, clothing and housing and to the continuous 

improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate 

steps to ensure the realisation of this right. 

 

In a rights framework, the provision of housing also becomes a central element of a 

more holistic “development” process, not simply a contributor to economic growth 

and wealth creation, but a key element in improving the quality of life and well-being 

for all. This broader development perspective is a prerequisite for a sustainable 

housing policy.  

 

The Future for Housing 

Are we and our political leaders prepared to change our approach to housing? If not, 

we will continue to have the same housing crises in the years ahead.  Our people 

deserve better. 

 

The changes required are not revolutionary.  However, whatever government is in 

power must accept the responsibility to give top priority to the provision of homes at 

affordable prices or rents for all our people.  While a helpful start has been made, 

further action is essential to ensure that the long waiting list for public housing is 

eliminated as a matter of urgency. Public housing should be re-christened 

“community housing” and available to a broader range of income groups in a position 

to pay an economic but regulated rent.  If operated along the lines of a “cost-rental 

model” this new tenure could become and remain financially viable and compete with 

the private market. 

 

The reliance on private landlords to provide accommodation for vulnerable groups, at 

a high cost to the exchequer, has been unwise and should be abandoned.  In order to 

ensure rent certainty in the future for both landlords and tenants, rent regulation 

(where rents increase in line with inflation or a reasonable percentage increase and 

allow for improvements), should be introduced.  This is the practice throughout 

Europe and there is no evidence that rent regulation has resulted in an exodus of 

landlords. Landlords must also be properly protected from tenants who fail to pay 

agreed rents and damage properties.  A properly regulated, good standard private 

rented sector with security of tenure would be in the interests of both landlords and 

tenants. Together with a significant community housing initiative these would act as 

competitors to house purchase, thus contributing to stabilising prices.  

 

Many still see home ownership as the ideal.  This is not surprising since for most 

people there has, up to now, been no real alternative.  Our people should be able to 

purchase homes at an affordable price. While increasing supply would also dampen 

down prices, managing demand (as the Central Bank has done) is also important to 

ensure that exorbitant prices are not demanded and paid.  
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Finally, the housing crisis has been, and still is, most obvious in the Dublin area. 

There is a therefore a strong case for a comprehensive urban, regional and rural 

development policy to spread employment and economic activity more evenly. This 

could play a key role in taking the pressure for housing and much more off the Dublin 

area and would make better use of the many boom-time homes which lie vacant 

throughout the country. 

 

Housing is still out of reach for many and the inequalities persist.  It should not and 

need not be so. 
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