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Introduction
Until the early of 20th Century the vast majority of Irish households in both urban and rural areas rented their homes from for profit, private landlords.  Census data on housing tenure was first collected 1946 and these reveal that the private rented sector contracted steadily for most of the 20th Century.  It accommodated 26.1 per cent of households in 1946 but just 8.1 per cent in 1991 (Central Statistics Office, various years; Threshold 1982).  In recent years this trend has reversed and the private rented sector has begun to grow.  11.4 per cent of households were private renters according to the 2002 census and this rose to 18.6 per cent by 2011 (Central Statistics Office, various years).
The research evidence identifies a number of social, economic and spatial factors which influence the size of the private rented sector.  These include:  the extent of urbanisation; the density of dwellings and the proportion of apartments in the housing stock; historic norms and the strong tendency for housing systems to adhere to a stable developmental trajectory and not to change course (‘path dependency’ in policy analysis parlance); the generosity or parsimoniousness of the welfare state and the attractiveness and affordability of the private rented sector as a place to live compared to other tenures and as an investment compared to other investment vehicles (see Oxley, et al, 2010 for a summary of this literature).  This chapter, which traces and endeavours to explain the contraction of Ireland’s private rented sector during the first two thirds of the 20th Century and its growth in recent decades, focuses on the impact of another key influence on the tenure’s size which is identified in the literature: public policy (Kemeny, 1995).
The argument presented in the opening half of the chapter is the long decline in private renting was shaped in large part by government intervention in the form of subsidies, taxation, regulation and financing arrangements which reduced the attractiveness of this tenure for occupants and also for existing and potential landlords.  The second half of the chapter details how this policy context changed in the late 1970s and 1980s details the key policy reforms which enabled the expansion of the private rented sector from 1991.  This analysis is prefaced by a short outline of the changing size and characteristics of the private rented sector since 1946 and followed by a conclusions section which reflects on the implications of the analysis.
The Retreat and Revival of Private Renting
Figure 1 outlines tenure patterns in Ireland since the 1946 Census.  It reveals that the long retreat of the private rented sector was accompanied by a marked and consistent growth in the proportion of households living in owner occupied accommodation.  52.6 per cent of Irish households were home

Figure 1	Tenure Patterns in Ireland, 1946-2011.

Source: Central Statistics Office (various years a) and Threshold (1981).

Owners in 1946, compared to 80 per cent in 1991.  In contrast the revival in private renting since 1991 has been accompanied by a marked decline in home ownership – it declined by 10 per cent between 1991 and 2011 and the scale of this contraction in this tenure is almost without precedent in the developed world (Andrews and Sánchez, 2011).
More detailed analysis of the historical dynamics of the private rented tenure reveals that its contraction was strongest in urban areas and in the unfurnished sector.  The proportion of Dublin households who rented privately fell from 35.6 per cent in 1961 to 17.7 per cent in 1971 and unfurnished dwellings accommodated 40.8 per cent of all private renting households in 1946 but just 9.0 per cent in 1971 (Central Statistics Office, various years).  The revival in private renting was also largely an urban phenomenon.  By 1981 the proportion of Dubliners accommodated in the private rented sector had already grown to 21.7 per cent and it expanded further to 32 per cent by 2011, while only 18.5 per cent of households countrywide were private renters by the latter date (Central Statistics Office, various years).
Policy Drivers of the Retreat of Private Renting
Regulation
Like most western European countries the government first intervened in housing provision in Ireland in the late 19th Century (Pooley, 1992).  At this time Ireland was still part of the United Kingdom and, despite some regional variation in these early policies which have bequeathed elements of Ireland’s housing system a distinctive character which persists to this day, most policies were applied evenly to both Britain and Ireland.  These shared roots explain the many continuing commonalities between the housing systems of both countries (Fraser, 1996).
In common with the rest of the UK, the first government housing interventions in Ireland focussed 
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Table 1, Chronology of Public Subsidies, Taxes and Regulations Which Underpinned the Retreat and Revival of Private Renting, 1850s-date.
	Finance
	Subsidisation
	Regulation

	Date
	Measure
	Date
	Measure
	Date
	Measure

	1899
	Small Dwellings Acquisition Act, allowed local authorities to provide mortgages to enable private renting tenants purchase their dwellings from their landlords
	
	
	1851
	Common Lodging Houses Act required the licensing and inspection of these dwellings, which were occupied by the very poor.

	
	
	
	
	1868
	Artisans and Labourers Dwellings: empowered local authorities to repair or demolish insanitary dwellings if owners failed to maintain them.

	
	
	
	
	1915 
	Rent and Mortgage Interest (Restrictions) Acts fixes rents of low value dwellings at 1914 levels and restricts future rent increases and landlords’ right to repossess.

	
	
	
	
	1919
	Legislation temporarily extends rent control 

	1922
	Ireland Secedes from the United Kingdom and the independent Irish state is founded

	1920s-1960s
	Commercial mortgage lending is underdeveloped.  Local authorities are the principal source of mortgage and private landlords are not eligible.
	1977
	Income related housing allowance called rent supplement is introduced to fund the rents of unemployed private tenants.  Take up is initially low but rises rapidly following declining social housing output in the late 1980s.
	1920s-1960
	Series of acts repeatedly extended the duration of ‘temporary’ rent controls.

	
	
	
	
	1960
	Rent Restrictions Act decontrolled rents of higher value dwellings and new tenancies and removed restrictions on the termination these tenancies.  It made rent controls permanent for low value, unfurnished dwellings which were rented in 1941

	1960s-1980s
	Building societies emerge as the main mortgage lenders.  Their tax subsidies are dependent on lending to home buyers so landlords continue to have difficulty in accessing finance.
	
	
	
	

	
	
	1986
	‘Section 23’ tax incentives introduced for new/refurbished dwellings in declining inner-cites.  Take up is dominated by private landlords
	
	

	1980s
	Deregulation of finance and mortgage lending.  End of building societies’ tax subsidies.  Radical scaling back of local government mortgage lending.  Banks take over as principal source of mortgage lending and there are no constraints on their lending to private landlords
	1994
	Section 23 incentives extended to cover large towns and city suburbs
	1981
	Supreme court rules that rent control breeches the constitutional protection for private property so rent control is removed

	
	
	1998
	Section 23 incentives extended to small towns and five rural countries in the North West
	1982
	Private Rented Dwellings Act establishes a Rent Tribunal to determine rents for formerly rent controlled dwellings in a more flexible manner than applied previously.

	
	
	2004
	Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS) established.
	
	

	
	
	2009
	%of landlord’s mortgage interest which can be written off against tax was reduced from 100 to 75
	1992
	Act requires landlords to provide rent books; increases the notice period required to terminate a tenancy and introduces national minimum dwelling standards

	Early 2000s
	Buy to let lending radically expanded.
	
	
	
	

	2013
	Finance Act made legislative provision for the establishment of Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) – a property investment vehicle that sells like a share on the stock exchange and invests in real estate directly, either by purchasing properties or mortgages
	2009
	Social Housing Leasing Scheme established
	1996
	Private landlords are required to register with local authorities which checks compliance with minimum standards.

	
	
	2013
	2013 Finance Act made legislative provision for the establishment of Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) – a property investment vehicle that sells like a share on the stock exchange and invests in real estate directly, either by purchasing properties or mortgages.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	2004
	Residential Tenancies Act requires all private tenancies be registered with a Residential Tenancies Board; empowers the Board to adjudicate in disputes between landlords and tenants; provides tenants who complete a six-month tenancy with security of tenure for up to four years and limits rent reviews to one pa

	
	
	
	
	2008
	Minimum standards were strengthened

	
	
	
	
	2009
	Minimum standards were strengthened again.


      Source:  O’Connell (2004) and Threshold (1981)

on regulating the quality of private rented dwellings which accommodated most of the population and, particularly in the case of the poor, in slum conditions.  The Common Lodging Houses Act, 1851, which required the licensing and inspection of common lodging houses which were occupied mainly by the very poor, initially established the principle of state regulation of dwelling standards and thereby breeched the liassez faire, anti-government intervention ideology which dominated political thought at the time (Power, 1993).  It was followed by a series of acts which empowered (but notably did not require) local government to inspect private rented dwellings and if necessary direct landlords to repair or demolish unfit properties (see Table 2).  However the implementation of these measures proved consistently problematic in Ireland.  Daly (1984) highlights Dublin Corporation’s lamentable record of improving standards in and clearing the private rented slums which housed the majority of Dubliners during the late 19th and early 20th Centuries.  She attributes this failure to a mix of lack of finance (the Corporation’s main source of income from rates was reduced by middle and upper class flight to the suburbs), the complexity of the task (the slums were characterised by a complex web of sub letting, consequently many tenants were also landlords) and lack of interest (notably a significant number of elected councillors and also Corporation staff were slum landlords). 
The other principal regulatory measure applied to the private rented sector before Irish independence was the Increase of Rent and Mortgage Interest (War Restrictions) Act, 1915.  This Act fixed the rents of the vast majority of private rented dwellings in Britain and Ireland at their August 1914 level and severely restricted landlords’ powers of repossession.  As its name implies, the 1915 Act aimed to address marked rent inflation caused by restrictions on new house building and population movements during World War 1 and was it intended as a temporary measure which would six months after the cessation of hostilities.  However, faced with campaigning from private renting tenants and shortages of alternative housing, the UK government extended the duration by rent control 1919 legislation and, following the establishment of the independent Irish state in 1922, the Irish government also did so repeatedly via a series of acts introduced between the 1920s and the 1950s.  The Rent Restrictions Act, 1960 repealed this legislation and decontrolled the rents of higher value dwellings and new tenancies and also removed all restrictions on the termination of tenancies of this type.  The 1969 housing policy white paper explained that the rationale for these reforms was to encourage more investment into the sector and alleviate shortages of private rented accommodation (Minister for Local Government, 1969). However, the 1960 Act also made rent controls permanent in the case of low value, unfurnished dwellings which were private rented in 1941 (Threshold, 1982; see Table 1).
Thus by the middle of the 20th Century a very uneven system regulatory regime had emerged which discouraged both landlords and tenants from remaining in the private rented sector.  From the perspective of landlords rent controlled dwellings loss making and one of their few avenues for circumventing these controls was to sell the dwelling to the sitting tenant or to let it run-down so much that it required demolition (Threshold, 1982).  A large proportion of rent controlled dwellings were converted to owner occupation or demolished as a result and the number of rent controlled dwellings declined from 45,000-50,000 in 1971 to 30,000 in 1981 (National Economic and Social Council, 1977; Threshold, 1982).  This largely explains the sharp decline in unfurnished private rented dwellings highlighted in the preceding section, since many of these were rent controlled and landlords’ decision to rent their properties with furniture was in part inspired by a concern to avoid becoming eligible for rent control (Commission on the Private Rented Residential Sector, 2000).  The lack of enforcement of private rented housing standards regulations also rendered some dwellings in this tenure unattractive to tenants and from their perspective uncontrolled dwellings were rendered even more unattractive by the fact that these tenancies could be terminated with one week’s notice and rents increased at the landlord’s will.   Consequently for tenants of uncontrolled dwellings, private renting became a short term accommodation option only during the transition between the parental home and owner occupation or social renting (Threshold, 1982).
Taxes and Subsidies
Most research on private renting in Ireland correctly links the tenure’s contraction to the lack of government subsidies (eg: Threshold, 1981; McCashin, 2000).  This does not mean that the tenure was entirely unsubsidised by government however.  Landlords could write off some of their expenses such as mortgage interest against the tax due on their rental income and between the 1920s and the 1950s relatively generous subsidies were available to enable private co-operative type organisations called public utility societies to build houses for sale or for rent but these were very rarely employed to develop rented housing (McManus, 1996).  Rather than no subsidisation the issue is that until the late 1970s the subsidies available to private renting tenants were substantially less generous than those available to social housing tenants or home owners and the subsidisation and particularly the tax treatment of private residential landlords was less attractive than that available to investors in other asset classes.  This tax and subsidy regime pushed existing private renting landlords and tenants out of the sector and discouraged potential landlords and tenants from entering the tenure.
For landlords the fact that their entire rental income was potentially liable to tax, rather than only their profits as is the norm for other businesses, was a significant disincentive to investing in private rented accommodation.  Landlords could write off some expenses such as maintenance costs and mortgage interest against their tax bill (arrangements in this regard have varied over the years) but, if expenses exceeded the rent, they could be liable to pay tax on a loss making investment (Commission on the Private Residential Sector, 2000).
For tenants the calculation was a slightly different one.  Although occupants of rent controlled properties were effectively subsidised by their landlords, until recent decades employed tenants of uncontrolled dwellings received no tax relief on their rent costs and their unemployed counterparts received no housing allowance type subsidy.  In contrast when the social housing sector was established in the late 19th Century rents were pegged to the cost of providing the dwelling minus a comparatively generous exchequer subsidy rather than to the market rent and by the middle of the 20th Century subsidisation of social housing rents had increased substantially.  In the 1930s the municipality responsible for Cork city began to peg its social rents not to the costs of providing the dwelling but to tenants’ incomes and this system (colloquially termed: differential rents) slowly spread nationwide until the 1966 Housing Act specified that it must be used to set all local authority social housing rents (O’Connell, 2007).  Subsidies for home owners also expanded significantly after Irish independence.  The value and availability of grants for home purchase and renovation was extended incrementally from the 1950s to the 1970s and first time buyers were also exempted from paying local property taxes (domestic rates) for a number of years after purchase.  As a result, O’Connell (2004:  26) estimates that “By the early 1960’s... almost 30% of the cost of a standard suburban house could be recouped [from government] by the purchaser”.  Since the introduction of income tax home owners were also able to write all of their mortgage interest against tax and particularly in the context of rising interest rates in the 1970s this subsidy proved very valuable.  The National Economic and Social Council (1977) reports that Mortgage Interest Tax Relief (MITR) covered to 22.6 per cent of the total costs of servicing the average building society home owner mortgage in 1975.
Notably as well as encouraging private renting tenants to move to social housing or home ownership (or enter the private rented sector in the first place) the housing subsidy regime also encouraged the transfer of private rented dwellings to other tenures.  This tendency was particularly evident in case of social housing.  As exchequer subsidies for this tenure became more generous from the 1930s local authorities were enabled to demolish the mainly private rented slums which blighted inner urban areas and replace them with social rented housing, often built on the same site.  Successive governments’ determination to address the slum problem by replacing them with social housing was at least in part inspired by the challenges associated with effectively regulating the private rented sector, as highlighted above.  The subsidy regime also encouraged the transfer of private rented dwellings to home ownership albeit in less obvious ways.  For instance the Small Dwellings Acquisition Act, 1899, which enabled local authorities to provide mortgages to home owners (which are still available to this day) was originally intended to enable private renting tenants purchase their dwellings from their landlords.  Although not generally included in analyses of housing policy the series of Land Acts introduced between the late 19th and early 20th Centuries which subsidised the mass transfer of farm land from large land owners to tenant farmers also helped to drive the retreat of private renting.  As a by product of owner occupation of farms these measures also enabled the owner occupation of farm houses and thereby transformed the bulk of rural Irish households from private renters to home owners.  By 1922, these Land Acts had resulted in the transfer of ownership of 58 per cent of all farmland from landlords to tenant farmers (Ferriter, 2004).  Further land reform legislation after independence increased agrarian owner occupation again with the result that 97 per cent of farmers were owner occupiers by 1929 and therefore made a key contribution to the very low rate of private renting outside cities by the 1940s as highlighted in previous sections (Doley, 2004).


Finance
Lack of availability of finance for the purchase of dwellings to rent is also likely to have contributed to the decline of the private rented sector and in the case of mortgage loans at least this situation was shaped primarily by public policy.  Until the 1960s the private mortgage market in Ireland was underdeveloped and local government was a main provider of mortgages via the aforementioned Small Dwellings Acquisition Acts (Daly, 1997).  However eligibility for SDA mortgages was confined to owner occupiers as was access to loans from building societies which were the other main source of mortgage finance until recent decades.  Building societies received tax subsidies from government but eligibility for these supports was linked to making mortgages available to home owners.  Furthermore, in the absence of subsidies banks took the view that it was not economic for them to lend for mortgages and rarely did so prior to the 1980s (Carey, 1974).  As a result individuals who aspired to be buy-to-let landlords are likely to have experienced severe difficulties in raising the requisite mortgage finance until recent decades.  
Individual investors (often called ‘amateur landlords’) are not the only potential private residential landlords of course.  In Switzerland, the Netherlands and the United States large institutional investors such as pension funds and insurance companies own a significant proportion of the private rented stock and historically some institutional investment in the Irish private rented sector did take place (Oxley, et al, 2010; Power, 1993).  In the early 1900s limited profit (also called semi-philanthropic) private  organisations such as the Dublin Artisan’s Dwellings Company built significant numbers of dwellings for rent in cities and the Irish Life insurance company built dwellings for rent in the 1970s.  However a variety of factors including: difficulties in generating adequate profits (due in part to the unattractive tax regime) and sufficient investment, competition from social housing and home ownership and difficulties in assembling sufficiently large portfolios meant that neither institution continued to provide dwellings over the long term and intuitional landlords failed to develop a significant presence in the Irish private rented sector (Commission on the Private Rented Residential Sector, 2000).
Policy Drivers of the Revival of Private Renting
Regulation
The opening sections of the chapter dated beginning of the revival of the private rented sector at national level to the 1990s – the number of households it accommodated expanded by close to 60,000 or 42 per cent in the 1991-2002 inter censual period (Central Statistics Office, various years).   However the policy redirection which enabled this revival started a decade beforehand, in the late 1970s/early 1980s.
In terms of regulation the removal of rent control in 1981 marked the start of this redirection, although small number of rent controlled dwellings which remained by this time and the fact that they were removed as a result of a legal decision rather than a political one meant that this the significance of this development was more symbolic than practical.  Following a successful legal challenge in 1981 the Supreme Court declared Parts II and IV of the Rent Restrictions Act, 1960 unconstitutional.  Consequently the 1960 Act was repealed and a new system for regulating the rents of formerly rent controlled dwellings introduced by the Private Rented Dwellings Act, 1982.  This Act provided that landlords and tenants should agree the terms of the tenancy but, in the event of their failure to do so, either party could ask a government appointed Rent Tribunal to determine a “just and proper rent”.  In doing so the 1982 Act obliged the Rent Tribunal to consider “the nature, the nature, character and location of the dwelling, the other terms of the tenancy, the means of the landlord and the tenant; at, the date of purchase of the dwelling by the landlord and the amount paid by him therefor, the length of the tenant’s occupancy of the dwelling and the number and ages of the tenant’s family residing in the dwelling”.  Following the fixing of rent by the Rent Tribunal it could not be reviewed for four years and nine months except where improvements have been carried out to the dwelling (Commission on the Private Rented Sector, 2000).
The regulatory developments which made the greatest contribution to expanding the private rented sector came during the 1990s and 2000s however, when a series of reforms were introduced which increased the tenure’s attractiveness for tenants.  Efforts in this regard commenced in 1992, when new legislation increased the minimum notice period required to terminate a tenancy from seven to 28 days; regulations required landlords to provide tenants with a written inventory of dwelling contents and rent payments (called a rent book) and established national minimum dwelling standards. From 1996 private landlords were required to register with their local authority, which checked compliance with minimum standards regulations. However, both enforcement activity and registration levels were low and concerns about the effectiveness of this regulatory regime inspired government to establish a Commission on the Private Rented Residential Sector in 2000.  On foot of its recommendations, legislation was introduced in 2004 which required all private landlords to register with a Residential Tenancies Board and empowered the Board to adjudicate in disputes between landlords and tenants, thereby providing a cost effective alternative to court action. The same legislation provided tenants who completed a six-month tenancy with security of tenure of up to four years and limited rent reviews to one per year, although did not limit rent increases.  Minimum standards regulations for rented dwellings were further strengthened in 2008 and 2009 and arrangements for enforcing these standards reformed (Kenna, 2006) (see Table 1).
Taxes and Subsidies 
The tax treatment of the majority of private residential landlords remained largely the same throughout the most of the periods of retreat and revival of the private rented sector.  In fact the tax efficiency of investing in private rented property has marginally reduced in recent years, as the proportion of mortgage interest which can be written off against tax was reduced from 100 to 75 per cent in the 2009 budget.  What did change is that the tax advantages previously enjoyed by home owners were rolled back as a ceiling was placed on the amount of mortgage they could write off against tax in 1977 and this was progressively reduced over the following three decades to the extent that it by 2002 it covered just 4.6% of the gross repayments on an average, 20-year mortgage and in 2011 the government announced that home owner mortgages taken out after the end of the following year would be eligible for MITR (National Economic and Social Council, 2004)..  Consequently, residential property investors were able to complete on a more even (but not entirely level) playing field against home owners in the housing market.
However, recent decades have seen the introduction of a number of new targeted tax reliefs which have benefitted certain categories of private landlords and these have helped to revive the tenure.  The most significant development in this regard was the tax incentives to encourage the rebuilding and refurbishment of dwellings in declining neighbourhoods, commonly known as ‘Section 23’ incentives, which were introduced in 1986.  These were initially targeted at inner areas of Ireland’s five cities and provided tax relief for both residential landlords and home owners, but the structure of the relief was more attractive to the landlords and they bought the majority of units developed in the designated neighbourhoods during its initial phase.  The focus of the Section 23 programme was expanded in 1994 to encompass large towns and city suburbs and again in 1998 to include small towns and a number of rural counties in the North West.  By the time the incentives were abolished in 2006 they had delivered approximately five per cent of private rented dwellings.  Although the later phases of the programme have been justifiably criticised for focussing new housing development into areas were demand was low and thereby encouraging the construction of ghost estates, Section 23 was more successful in inner-city districts where it significantly increased the supply and quality of private rented dwellings and attracted higher income households into the sector (Norris and Gkartzios, 2011).  More recently the 2013 Finance Act made legislative provision for the establishment of Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) – a property investment vehicle that sells like a share on the stock exchange and invests in real estate directly, either by purchasing properties or mortgages.  Under the terms of the 2013 Act REITS are liable for neither capital gains tax nor the sales of property or corporate profit tax on income generate (although the individual shareholders are liable for all standard taxes).  The Irish REITs established at the time of writing were focussed on commercial rather than residential property investment, however there is no reason why this vehicle could not be used to purchase or develop dwellings for rent and it has the potential to enable significant institutional investment in the Irish private rented market for the first time.
Rather than indirect subsidisation via tax relief, the advent and expansion of direct public subsidisation of the private rented sector is likely to have played a more central role in the tenure’s recent revival.  Subsidy reform commenced in 1977, when an income related housing allowance (called rent supplement) was introduced to fund the rents of unemployed private tenants, but this take was initially modest.  This changed when social house building was cut back by government in the late 1980.  Afterwards rent supplement take up increased from 28,800 households in 1994, to 59,861 in 2006 and to 96,803 in 2011 (Department of Social Protection, various years).  31.7 per cent of private renting tenants received rent supplement in 2011, but this proportion was significantly higher in cities particularly in low income urban neighbourhoods (Norris and Coates, 2007).  Therefore, particularly in districts of this type, rent supplement has played a central role the expansion of the private rented sector.
The contribution of government subsidies to the expansion of private renting increased further from the 2004 following the establishment of the Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS).  Under this initiative the rent supplement claimants of eighteen months or longer were reviewed by local government and transferred to mainstream social housing where available.  If social housing was not available, they were accommodated in private rented dwellings (either in their current dwelling or, if this was adequate, an alternative one) which were leased by local government for 4-10 years.  In return, the private landlords who participated in RAS were paid between 88 and 92 per cent of the market rent (to reflect the benefit gained from guaranteed rent payments) and RAS claimants paid the same income related contribution to their rent as mainstream social renters. In addition to cost savings, these reforms were advantageous for tenants because, unlike rent supplement claimants, RAS tenants do not have to source their own accommodation or lose their entire public subsidy on gaining employment.  Instead employed RAS claimants pay a higher income-related rent, but don’t face an unemployment trap, enjoyed secure occupancy rights for the period of the lease on their dwelling and were assured of high housing standards because their municipality sourced their accommodation (Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, undated).  By the end of 2010 12,919 units had been leased using RAS, which accounted for 3.6% of private rented dwellings (Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, 2011).  In many ways RAS was a logical extension of the changes to subsidisation of the private and social rented sectors introduced from the late 1970s onwards.  Rent supplement had transformed sections of the private rented sector into de facto social housing, RAS merely formalised these arrangements and augmented their efficiency.  More importantly, from the perspective of the discussion at hand, while the housing supports for low income households of previous decades effected the transfer of social rented tenants and/or dwellings into the social housing sector, in recent decades these targeted housing supports have increasingly achieved the opposite.
This trend is particularly evident in the recent reforms to government subsidisation of the private rented sector instituted in response to the economic and fiscal collapse which commenced in 2007-08 and was playing out at the time of writing.  Between 2008 and 2010, the maximum subsidy available to rent supplement claimants was reduced repeatedly to reflect the shortage of exchequer revenue and also declining private rents but, due to rising claimant numbers, total public spending on the programme increased between these years (Department of Social Protection, various years).  Concurrently, the capital budget for constructing/purchasing social housing units was cut much more sharply from €980m to €367m (Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, 2011).  Declining social housing output inspired government to increase further increase the private rented sector’s role in the delivery of social housing.  To this end, a variation of RAS called the Social Housing Leasing Initiative was established in 2009.  This provided ongoing revenue subsidies for the leasing of privately owned dwellings for 10-25 years, which would be re-let by local authorities or housing associations as social housing.  Thus even in the face of marked retrenchment in public spending subsidies to private renting have increased in recent years and thereby enabled the further expansion of this tenure (Norris and Coates, 2010).
Finance
The other key category of public policy reforms which facilitated the expansion of the private rented sector relate to the liberalisation of mortgage lending regulation in the early 1980s (as part of a wider process of financial sector deregulation) and the radical scaling back of the government’s role as a mortgage lender later in that decade.  The elements of the former development which are most relevant to mortgages for buy-to-let properties are: 
· the removal of most government controls on credit in terms of the ratio of deposits to loans and the sectors of the economy targeted for lending; 
· the removal of government controls on interest rates and the promotion of greater competition among banks at retail level; 
· the abolition of building societies’ tax subsidies in 1986 which eliminated their competitive advantage over banks as a source of mortgage lending, and 
· the 1989 Building Societies’ Act which enabled societies’ to access inter-bank lending which thereby reduced their dependence on deposits to fund lending and eliminated the a key remaining difference between mutual and commercial lenders (see Table 1).
These measures drove not only an increase in mortgage lending by existing banks but also the transfer of several building societies and therefore the associated mortgage lending into the banking sector.  One building society was bought by Bank of Ireland in the mid 1980s and two others demutualised in the early 1990s (Murphy, 2004).  Furthermore in 1988, inspired largely by efforts to control the spiralling national debt and the fact that local authority mortgages constituted part of this debt, the government announced that these mortgages would be radically scaled back and, in future, would only be available to low income home buyers who were unable to secure a commercial mortgage.  Following these reforms mortgages lending by local authorities fell from 26.5 per cent of total mortgage lending by value in 1986 to 7.0 per cent of total in 1988 and has remained below this level ever since.  
Thus over the course of a short number of years the building society and local authority dominated mortgage lending system which was largely inaccessible to landlords was dismantled and replaced with a system dominated by banks which incorporated no disincentives to lending for buy-to-let investment.  The implications of this development did not become clear until the economy began to grow rapidly in the mid 1990s which, together with a growing availability of cheap credit, led to an unprecedented house prices boom.  Notably, a substantial proportion of this credit was borrowed not by home owners but by residential landlords and between 2004 and 2008 the proportion of outstanding mortgage credit accounted for by buy-to-let loans increased from 18.8 to 26.9 per cent (Central Bank, various years).   This development made a key contribution to the concurrent expansion in the private rented sector.
Conclusions
This chapter has examined the contribution of public policy to the long retreat and more recent revival of the private rented sector in Ireland and argued that government regulation, finance and taxes and subsidies have played a central role in shaping the size and role of this sector.  This emphasis on the key influence of public policy echoes that proposed in Jim Kemeny’s (1995) landmark comparative study of rented housing - From Public Housing to the Social Market.  Although the conclusions regarding the current character of the Irish private rented sector which can be drawn from this chapter do not concur entirely with Kemeny’s.
He categorised Ireland as a ‘dual’ housing system, in which home ownership has expanded on the back of generous public subsidies, while the private rented sector was both unregulated and unsupported by government and it declined in size and status as a result.  Although this was the case for many decades, this chapter has demonstrated that regulation and subsidisation of private renting in Ireland has increased significantly since the late 1970s and, together with the greater availability of finance for residential property investment and households’ difficulties in buying a home or accessing social housing, has stimulated a marked expansion of private renting.  However, this does not mean that Ireland’s private rented sector has evolved into the alternative ‘unitary’ model which Kemeny (1995) identified in Germany, Sweden, The Netherlands, Austria and Denmark or at least not into a mature version of that model.  Housing subsidies in Ireland are now more ‘tenure neutral’ in the sense that they no longer push households into social renting or home ownership and the Irish private rented sector is better regulated than its UK counterpart.  Furthermore for low income households the RAS scheme provides an attractive alternative to mainstream social housing and enables some competition between the two sectors.   However, unlike the Germany for instance the Irish private rented sector is still not an attractive long term accommodation option for many households or long term investment option for landlords.  The Residential Tenancies Act 2004 provides tenants with security of tenure for up to four years in theory, but also enables landlords to terminate tenancies on a large number of grounds.  For landlords the tax treatment makes residential property an unattractive long term investment option for generating a yield, which encourages reliance on selling the property to generate a profit and means that they are unlikely to support greater security of tenure for tenants. 
Thus the Irish private rented sector and policy on this tenure is at a crossroads currently.  In the short to medium term at least, the exchequer is unlikely to have the finance to reintroduce the generous subsidies for home owners or social housing provision which existed in the past.  Therefore larger numbers of households are likely to have to rely on private rented accommodation for a longer period of their lives than was the case traditionally in Ireland.  However if regulation of the sector is strengthened and supports for landlords, particularly for institutional investors, the Irish rented sector has the potential to evolve into a unitary type system, similar to Germany, which provides an attractive long term option for investors and tenants.  The sector may continue to expand in the absence of these policy reforms but it will remain a ‘last resort’ sector which tenants will try to escape from as soon as they can afford to buy or gain a social tenancy and landlords will try to escape from as soon as they can generate a sufficient capital gain.
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