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Housing Values? 
•  Ways of looking at housing and society 
•  Economic – markets, commodities 

–  Supply and demand/market relations 
–  Economic growth 
–  Inequality and housing need? 
–  Ecological sustainability? 
–  Cultural values and identity 

•  Developmental – housing as a home 
•  Boom-bust cycle certainly raises questions 

“…a profoundly distorted sense of values in which 
human life and dignity are subordinated to material 

achievement” (O’Hanlon, 2010:5) 



Heart of the Matter?: 
Shifting balance (even tension) between… 

Housing as a Commodity 
Housing as Home 

Simultaneously a question about 
political economy, social inequality, 

culture, values, development 

Ways of Thinking About Housing and Home 



Commodification in 
the Irish Boom-

Bust Cycle? 



Record housing output 
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Annual house completions 

Sources (data, tables, graphs): M. Punch (2009) The Irish Housing System: Vision, Values, Reality, Dublin: 
Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice (available on blackboard and at http://www.jcfj.ie/  



Boom-Bust Cycle 

1997-2005: 
Ireland had highest rate 
of house price increase 
in the developed world  
(Economist magazine index) 

0 

50,000 

100,000 

150,000 

200,000 

250,000 

300,000 

350,000 

400,000 

19
74

 
19

76
 

19
78

 
19

80
 

19
82

 
19

84
 

19
86

 
19

88
 

19
90

 
19

92
 

19
94

 
19

96
 

19
98

 
20

00
 

20
02

 
20

04
 

20
06

 
20

08
 

New Houses 

Second Hand 

Column1 

Source: DoEH&LG, 2010 



Housing Access 

•  Difficulties for low-mid income households in accessing 
a home 

•  Expanding commuter belt 
•  Dual-income families now the norm 

Tenure 1999/2000 2004/2005 % Change 

Owned outright 563.13 801.81 42.4 

Owned with 
Mortgage 

884.94 1,413.51 59.7 

Local Authority 
Rental 

328.41 453.57 38.1 

Private Rental 675.22 908.48 34.5 

Rent Free 494.31 634.14 28.3 

State (all) 666.72 987.96 48.2 



Unsustainable Levels of Indebtedness 

 Figure 8. Household Debt Compared to Household Income  
 Source: Central Bank and Financial Servcies Authority of Ireland, 2007 

 



Affordability problems in private rental 

•  Q1 2008 main rental areas of Dublin (D1, D2, D3, 
D4, D6, D7, D8): average rent for one-bed flats/
apartments range from 38 to 52% of disposable 
income on a single average industrial wage 

•  Or 80-111% of disposable income on the 
minimum wage 

•  SWA shortfall (max allowable for a single person 
in Dublin) = €415-716 below 1-bed average rent 
across the main Dublin rental areas 



High rents, low quality 

•  2006-07: c. 20 per cent of private rental units did not 
meet legal minimum standards 
–   Dublin City: 40% in 2006 and 42% in 2007 were illegal 
–   Cork City: 45% in 2006, 36% in 2007 were illegal 

•  C. 25,000+ units nationally below legal minimum 
standards? 

•  Rent Supplement Properties: 50% below minimum 
standards 
 Dublin: 78% below legal minimum standards 
 Almost no properties met the higher standards set by 
the Rental Accommodation Scheme Unit  

Centre for Housing Research, 2006 



Housing Need 

•  Official housing need: increased from 22,800 
households in 1991 to 56,200 in 2008 (+ 146%) 

•  More recent estimates suggest 99,846 on waiting lists 
(Irish Independent, 21.12.09) 

•  Increase in need during the boom years 
(1996-2008): +105% 

•  Long waits for housing (2005): 25% on waiting lists 
for 3+ years 
 36% on waiting lists for 1-3 years 

•  Homelessness: officially 1,686 in 2008 (but 2008 
Homeless Agency Counted In Survey found 2,366 
adults in homeless services and 110 rough sleepers in 
Dublin alone) 



Homelessness & powerlessness 

To be homeless is to ask yourself ‘why bother to keep going?’ 
‘What is the point of it all?’ You think that maybe you would be 
better off dead. Your life has no meaning, no value, no 
significance. If you were to die, no-one would even notice, you 
can’t think of anyone who would miss you.  

To be homeless is to live your life in the shadows. In the 
shadows there is little light, little sun, little warmth. You look 
out at all those who are busy, rushing here and there, with 
things to do, people to meet, money to spend; they live in the 
brightness, where the sun shines and laughter can be heard. 
But between you and them there is a gulf which prevents you 
from getting from your side to theirs. And you ask ‘Why?’ and 
no answer is heard  

(Peter McVerry, SJ, 2003: 40) 



Empty 
Houses 

New House Completions Compared to New 
Households 

New Houses, 1996 Q2 – 2006 Q1 596,670 

New Households, April 1996-April 
2006 

347,322 

Houses Surplus To Household 
Formation 

249,348 

Surplus as % of Total Completions 41.8 

 



Something strange was going on 

•  Record output alongside… 

•  A sustained period of rapid price escalation 
•  Problems of access and exclusion 
•  Explosion in household debt 
•  Unaffordable rents, low standards 
•  Rising levels of housing need 
•  250,000+ empty housing units 



What has been going on? 
Economic & Social Issues 

•  Demographic change 
•  Economic growth, job creation 
•  Reduced interest rates 
•  Flexible lending practices 
•  Land costs 
•  Extraction of ‘super-normal’ profits 
•  Over-valuation of housing 
•  Politics of housing 
•  Culture, ideology, values 
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No relation between 
house prices and  real 

production costs (labour 
& materials) 
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Did the boom lead to over-priced housing? 
New House Prices 

(€) 
Second-Hand Houses 

(€) 

Actual 1994 72,732 69,877 

Expected price in 2007 if in 
line with CPI 109,462 105,165 

Expected price in 2007 if in 
line with average earnings 123,790 118,931 

Expected price in 2007 if in 
line with building costs 132,227 127,036 

Actual Costs 2007 322,634 377,850 

IMF World Economic Outlook, 2008 

End 2007: Irish house prices over 30 per cent higher than 
could be justified by economic fundamentals 



Housing and the Economy 

•  Housing/Construction a key component within the 
economic boom 

•  Housing investment peaked at 16 per cent of GNI 
(2007) 

•  Construction employment 13% of total (Q2, 2007) 
•  Subsequent downturn 
•  Some of this boom was more apparent than real - 

price bubble 
•  Unusually high economic dependence on residential 

construction - vulnerabilities, risk 
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What has been going on? Policy Issues 
Owned 
Outright 

Mortgaged Private 
Rental 

Local 
Authority 

Rent Free State 

1973 100.6 119.8 83.1 85.7 61.6 100.0 

1980 91.6 126.1 87.4 73.4 69.1 100.0 

1987 91.0 127.6 91.8 64.6 68.5 100.0 

1994/95 88.2 129.7 87.1 57.0 84.5 100.0 

1999/00 87.1 127.5 101.2 55.6 83.1 100.0 

2004/05 83.3 137.9 94.0 51.4 70.3 100.0 



A Market Shift 

Social Housing: 
•  1975: 33% of output 
•  1995: 13% 
•  1995-2007: average 6% per annum 
•  1995-2007 Net gain: 1,790 per annum 

(allowing for sales of local authority houses) 
Contrary to Official Policy: 
•  2000-2006 output only 66% of targets under 

the National Development Plan (NDP) 
•  2000-2006 voluntary sector housing only 

61% of NDP targets 



Boyne Street, 
Dublin 2, 1918 

[Source: Tenants First  
The Future of Housing Policy 
Presentation to Dublin City Council  
Strategic Planning Committee 
29 March 2004] 

Shift from a housing 
system driven by public 
housing to one driven by 
market forces 

Extension to rear of 
Boyne Street, 2004 

Boyne Street, 1918 

City Quay, Dublin 2, 1980s St. Aidan’s Park/Brian Road, 
Marino, Dublin 3, 1930s 



Policy Orientation 

•  The commodification of housing 
The promotion of a private home-
owning society & encouraging/
rewarding speculative investment 
† Reduction of Capital Gains Tax 
from 40% to 20% for investor 
properties 
† Tax breaks for property 
investment 
† Meeting social need via the 
market 
† PPP models of urban regeneration 

•  Under-developed rental system 





A question of values? 
•  Irish housing – high level of commodification with some 

perverse outcomes 
•  Celtic Tiger Value System: 

–   Economic growth, wealth creation, competitiveness… 

–   …Egoism, social fragmentation, rampant consumerism, destructive 
materialism, greed 

–   …Social cohesion, solidarity, equality, fairness, ecological protection? 

•  Housing as a commodity - a source of investment gain - vs. 
Housing as a home - a basic human need and right of all 
people 

•  Economic-Growth conception of development vs. People-
Centred approach 

 After: Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice (2009)  
The Irish Housing System: Vision, Values, Reality, Dublin: JCFJ 



Ways Forward:  
A New Vision for Housing 

 “The development of economic activity and growth in 
production are meant to provide for the needs of human 
beings. Economic life is not meant solely to multiply 
goods produced and increase profit or power; it is 
ordered first of all to the service of persons…and the 
entire human community Economic activity…is to be 
exercised within the limits of the moral order, in keeping 
with social justice” (Cathecism of the Catholic Church, 1994) 

 Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice (2009)  

The Irish Housing System: Vision, Values, Reality, Dublin: JCFJ  



Ways Forward [I]:  
A New Vision for Housing 

•  Authentic and people-centred development 
•  Prioritising need 
•  Prioritising those in greatest need (most 

vulnerable, on the margins, etc.) 
•  Safeguarding the common good 



Ways Forward [II]: 
Sustaining Communities & Homes 

•  Improving housing access 
•  Widening tenure choice 
•  A new deal for social housing 
•  Public land banking 
•  Community-based social regeneration 
•  Reducing financial incentives and rewards for 

the commodification of housing 
•  Role of housing in the economy 



Where do we want to get to? 

 Begin the journey towards an authentic, people-
centred development 

 Prioritise the needs of the most vulnerable and 
marginalised 

 Build upon the foundational principles of dignity, 
social justice and the common-good 

 Hoped-for outcome: economically sane housing 
model that ensures people have access to a home in 
sustainable communities and a living environment 


