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Introduction

A combination of Qualitative and Quantitative methodologies were used to address the following primary research objective:  

To gauge and understand tenants’ reactions to the government’s proposals for reform in the private rented residential sector – specifically in respect of the Security of Tenure and Notice to Quit elements.
Two qualitative group discussions were carried out in February 2002 as follows:

· 1 x Medium Term Renters; 25-35 years; ABC1

· 1 x Short Term Renters; Students; 18-25 years

A target sample of 300 interviews was set for the quantitative survey, to be broken down according to the following definitions:

· 100 x Short-term Renters: renting with same landlord for 1 year or less; Student; 18-25 years

· 100 x Medium-term Renters: renting with same landlord for between 1 and 3 years; Non-student; 25-45 years; Social class ABC1

· 100 x Long-term Renters: Renting with same landlord for 3 years or more; Non-student; 45+ years; Social class C1C2DE

At the close of fieldwork, the achieved sample was 291, broken down in the following way:  Short Term Renters – 96; Medium Term Renters – 104; Long Term Renters – 91.  The quantitative survey was carried out in Dublin only, during March/April 2002.
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Current leasing arrangements

· Although the majority (57%) of tenants interviewed in the survey claimed to have a written agreement with their landlord, a large proportion (30%) had verbal lease agreements, implying inherent flexibility.  Added to this, one in every ten reported that they had no agreement at all with their landlord, with twice as many long-term renters, one in every five, stating this to be the case.  Medium-term renters, who were drawn from the ABC1 social class group and were aged 25 – 45 years, and who were most likely to reflect the upper and more formalised end of the property rental market, were the most likely to cite the existence of a written agreement.  the qualitative phase of the research provided a little more insight into the nature of agreements which ranged from formal written leases in, as one young tenant described it ‘legalese, you haven’t a clue what it means’ with inbuilt deposit and notice clauses, to renewable contracts for specific time periods, rent books and the most casual, verbal agreements. 

· One in every five tenants overall (19%) and one in four long-term renters did not know the duration of their lease, implying a generally open-ended agreement with their landlord.  Unsurprisingly, the majority of short-term renters (83%) had a lease for a year or less.  Leases in excess of twelve months were generally the norm for medium and long-term tenants, although given the duration of their tenancy (renting with the same landlord for three years or longer), it is noteworthy that almost one in every five long-term renters claimed to have a lease of 6 – 12 months duration.

· The standard notice for terminating a tenancy appeared to be one month, mentioned by around two in every three renters overall.  Slightly fewer short-term (55%) and long-term (53%) tenants but a substantially greater proportion of medium-term renters (80%) cited a month’s notice.   This medium-term sector perhaps reflects a more volatile and mobile sector of the rental market, where tenants might choose to move out of rental and into purchase if rental conditions became too stringent.
· For over half of all tenants interviewed, rent represented 30% or less of their gross weekly/monthly salary.  Focusing on medium-term renters, around three in every four estimated their rent at up to but no more than 30% of their gross salary.   This again reflects the demographic make-up of this group (middle class, 25 – 45 years), for whom rent would be less of a burden relative to their gross earnings.  Among long-term renters, one in four claimed to pay in excess of 30% of their gross pay in rent.  In the short-term rental segment, comprising students and under 25 year olds, two in every five could not comment on this.

· Most tenants usually dealt with either the owner (43%) or the landlord (39%) regarding their current accommodation.    One in eight overall (12%), but one in five medium-term renters dealt with a managing estate agent.  The highest level of contact with owners (48%) came from long-term tenants.  Relationships were mainly described as either business-like (43%), or casual and friendly (49%).  Across the three segments, those in the medium-term rental segment were the most likely (52%) to describe their relationships as business-like, bearing out the impressions gained from this sector in the qualitative research.  Long-term renters were the most likely (60%) to have a casual and friendly relationship with their landlord.  Although most short-term renters also appeared to have generally satisfactory relationships with their landlords at either a business like or casual level, the in-depth research suggested a somewhat more fraught atmosphere for younger, short-term tenants, with landlords sometimes taking a cavalier attitude, not only to renting to students, and to providing accommodation of an acceptable standard for the rent being sought, but also regarding matters such as returning deposits, or giving notice to quit.

Awareness of Proposed Legislation for the Private Rental market 

· Corroborating the findings of the initial qualitative research, the majority of  respondents (82%) were unaware of any proposed legislation, and therefore were being exposed to the ideas for the first time.  Medium-term renters appeared slightly more clued-in than average (16% versus 12% overall claiming to have heard of the proposed legislation).  Those in short-term arrangements were the least likely to have heard of it.  

· On the evidence of existing tenancies, with a considerable degree of flexibility apparent in agreements and the majority of relationships with Landlords either businesslike or friendly, with no overt negativity expressed, the indications from this quantitative phase of the research are that tenants are fairly ‘comfortable’ with their current arrangements and therefore would be unlikely to have given any serious thought to how the proposed legislation might affect them, even if they were aware of it.
Attitudes to the Private Residential Tenancies Board

· When the aims and functions of the proposed Residential Tenancies Board, were made known to respondents, around half (53%) felt it would have no effect on their current circumstances, primarily because they are happy with their current status quo and have no problems with their landlord.  Those in long-term tenancies appeared to be the least concerned, with two in every three saying the legislation would have no effect on their circumstances, again because of their current good relationship with their landlord.

· Thirty six percent did feel that the legislation would have some positive effect on their circumstances, with those in medium-term rentals the most optimistic regarding its effects (42% saying it would greatly or slightly improve their circumstances).   Looking at the most positive measure of expectation, medium and long-term renters were more likely than their short-term counterparts to feel that the introduction of a Residential Tenancies Board would greatly improve their circumstances, although that said, it should also be remembered that a sizeable majority of long-term renters (65%) felt it would have no effect on them.   Short-term renters were the most likely of the three sectors to see a deleterious effect on their circumstances (14% versus 9% and 6% for medium and long-term respectively), suggesting that of the three groups this segment may feel the most vulnerable in the landlord:tenant relationship and could regard the proposed tenancies board as more sympathetic to the landlord than the tenant.   This perception of vulnerability is borne out to some extent in the in-depth discussions held with short-term renters.  While this segment could see the value of the proposition, in terms of specific issues such as dispute resolution, the underlying feeling seemed to be that the Tenancies Board would make it even more difficult for students to find accommodation.  Were landlords to register their property with a Tenancies Board, the feeling is that they would then be reluctant to rent to students and would look for more lucrative and reliable tenants because of greater transparency regarding standards, rents, landlord eligibility for taxes, etc. 

· The main reasons why the introduction of the Private Residential Tenancies Board was viewed positively centered around the balance of power between tenants and landlords, focusing on aspects such as equal rights and equal protection for landlords and tenants, more security for tenants with lease agreements, a watchdog role for the tenancies board, and higher and enforceable standards for landlords.   The following comments from the qualitative phase of the research serve to illustrate the perceived advantages of the Board.

‘If the landlord is being unreasonable about something that’s damaged or some sort of normal wear and tear in an apartment and wants to take from your deposit for that, then I suppose that’s where it comes in’

‘It sounds a lot easier than going to the Circuit Court anyway, because I don’t think anyone would actually, well unless it was very serious…’

‘I think students would have more peace of mind if they know they’re not going to get ripped off or that there isn’t much of a chance that they’re going to get ripped off by the landlord of they can go to this…it gives you more confidence that you can actually go somewhere and report them’

‘But at the same time, Jesus, students make a lot of noise and get really drunk and have a lot of people around.  It’s not all good for students and it’s not all good for landlords.  Some landlords get ripped off by students as well.  Students refusing to pay rent and then just leaving the house without saying a word.  it works both ways, but I think students get ripped off more than landlords’

· Those who did feel that it would worsen their circumstances (10% of all tenants interviewed) felt that it would be complicated and time consuming, with comments relating to bureaucracy, red tape and inconvenience looming large in the the qualitative discussions.  There was also a feeling that it would lead to a less casual and friendly relationship between tenants and landlords.  

· Asked to choose between a number of roles for the proposed Private Tenancies Board, the role of dispute resolution, selected by 45% of all respondents, was by far the most widely nominated as the most important function for the Board.   Just one in ten saw information gathering as its most important role, and a slightly higher proportion (15%) regarded registration of tenancies as its key role.    

· Whilst there was positive feedback with regard to some aspects of the Board’s functions, such as clarifying the terms of the lease, helping to prevent misunderstandings between tenant and landlord, increasing tenant security, assisting with dispute resolution and providing a monitoring role within the rental sector, there was at the same time a strong belief that it would complicate current flexible arrangements between tenants and landlords, would be overly bureaucratic, and would be prejudicial to students looking for shorter lets in that the need to register with the board might encourage landlords to look for longer term tenants instead.  These caveats to the success of the Board were mentioned by at least three in every five tenants interviewed.  Similarly, there appears to be an uneasy perception of a ‘big brother’ atmosphere, with a substantial proportion (43%) claiming to feel uncomfortable that their name and personal details would be given to the board each time they entered a new tenancy agreement and, if this were to be a feature of the Board, the majority (64%) preferring to supply this information themselves, ‘I think people would be much more comfortable if they actually did it themselves’ rather than have the landlord do it, since he might give incorrect details, take the details but fail to register them, or change the details to fit the amount of people allowed to live in the house, rather than to reflect the actual number of tenants there.  

Reactions to the Proposed Security of Tenure Legislation

· When the proposed Security of Tenure legislation was explained to respondents, 53% felt it would have no effect on their circumstances, again citing their current good relationship with their landlord, and their existing satisfactory lease arrangement as the reasons why such legislation would have no effect on their circumstances.  Had there not been a stable and satisfactory arrangement in relation to their current arrangements, a positive impact for the proposed Security of Tenure legislation possibly would have been more widely predicated.  

· Twenty seven percent of tenants did feel that the proposed legislation would have a positive effect on their circumstances, primarily because they would feel more secure and protected as tenants, and also because it would be fair to “give the right amount of notice”.      

· Across the three rental segments, short-term renters (7%) were the least likely to envisage a significant improvement in their circumstances, primarily because of the short-term nature of their tenancy.  Interestingly, medium-term renters (32%) were more inclined than long-term renters (24%) to claim that the proposed Security of Tenure legislation would improve their circumstances. 

· Where respondents felt it would worsen their situation, with around one in five adopting this view, the primary reason given was that 84 days notice was too long to expect from a tenant, with a wide variety of issues dealing with aspects such as needless paperwork and complications, and a feeling that the legislation would work more in favour of landlords than tenants, being mentioned at a much lower level.

· When probed directly, it appeared that the biggest issue with the Security of Tenure legislation revolved around flexibility and the impositions imposed on this aspect by the proposed graduated scale of notice depending on the length of the tenancy.  Supporting the view that 84 days notice for between three and four years’ tenancy was excessive, the vast majority (83%) agreed that the proposed Security of Tenure legislation did not provide flexibility for unexpected circumstances, such as having to move for one’s job.  Sixty four percent agreed that more than 4 weeks notice was too long.  This is not particularly surprising given that the majority of tenants mentioned that they were required to give one month’s notice to leave their current accommodation.  Certainly, as was borne out by the qualitative research, the majority of tenants appeared happy with the idea of four weeks notice, regardless of the length of tenancy.  The following quote serves as an example of the kind of difficulty some tenants envisaged were the graduated scale of notice to come into effect.

‘It’s a good idea in general, but the one problem I have with it in that you can give twenty day’s notice for things like maintaining the property and all that, but if you’re there over four years and the landlord throws up the rent a huge amount, you’be got to pay that extra rent for 112 days before you can get out of there.  Can you afford to do that though?  That’s the problem.’

‘It’s a dangerous enough thing, because if it’s written down in law and you don’t give 112 days notice, they they could bring you to court because it’s written down that that’s what you have to do’

· Sixty five percent agreed that they would prefer to negotiate individual, flexible lease arrangements with their landlords, which, as respondents in the qualitative phase of the research suggested, would be compatible with both the tenant’s and landlord’s circumstances and requirements.  

· While there were some perceived positive aspects to the Security of Tenure legislation, such as benefit to students who could leave within six months by giving 28 days notice, and the longer length of time long-term tenants would have to seek out alternative accommodation, should they need to, it does seem that the apparent loss of flexibility in coming to one’s own agreement with the landlord, would outweigh these advantages for most prospective renters.

· On a different note, tenants interviewed appeared to have strong concerns about how anti-social behaviour would be defined and by whom, suggesting that in terms of matters of confrontation between landlord and tenant, the legislation would need to be very specific and precise on what constitutes anti-social behaviour, on the part of either party in the agreement, an aspect of the legislation which ultimately could be the most difficult to satisfactorily define.

As one tenant observed;

‘Who decides what anti-social behaviour is?  They will have to define quite clearly what antisocial behaviour is and also what the landlord’s obligations are just because obviously some landlords will have different views on what antisocial behaviour is’.

· Some inequity was also noted between the treatment of landlord and tenant on the question of antisocial behaviour in that ‘the tenant could be kicked out in seven days, but you couldn’t get out for 28 days even if your landlord wa sabusive and antisocial and threatening you.  You’re still stuck for 28 days.’
In Conclusion…

· In all, the legislation was not poorly received ‘in theory’, and respondents could and did see benefits at a hypothetical level.  However, the majority appeared comfortable with their current tenancy arrangements (and the flexibility inherent therein), and therefore tended to distance themselves from the proposed legislation by stating that it would “have no effect on their circumstances”.  

· Satisfaction with current leasing arrangement is based both on the current terms of their lease (majority support one month’s notice), as well as their largely positive relationships with landlords whereby only five percent of respondents claimed to have a tense or unfriendly relationship with their landlord.  The overwhelming majority or respondents (92%) claimed to have either a business-like or casual/friendly relationship with their landlord, and therefore felt somewhat cautious of anything that might complicate that status quo.

· Given the above, it could be that the perception of the proposed legislation having no effect on their circumstances is more their wish (that legislation does not change the current status quo), than an accurate assessment of how they might be affected if the proposed legislation came into force.
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