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Global property
investment
firm buys most
of 170-home
estate in Kildare

Dalton Philips,
chief executive of
the Dublin Airport
Authority: ‘We can’t
lose the competitive
position that we have’
Fergal Phillips

Round Hill Capital to put 135 houses at Mullen
Park in Maynooth on rental market after deal
believed to be worth €54 million
BY MICHAEL BRENNAN

A global property investment
firm with a €1 billion war
chest has pushed out firsttime buyers by purchasing
most of a 170-home estate in
the commuter belt.
The developers of the Mullen Park estate in Maynooth
in Co Kildare had been marketing new homes on the
estate to private buyers since
last year, with around 35 sold
so far.
But a real estate investment
trust called Round Hill Capital
has now agreed to buy up to
135 three and four-bed homes
on the estate so that they can
be put on the rental market.
The homes were on sale for
around €400,000, meaning
that the value of the deal could
be around €54 million.
Catherine Murphy, the
Social Democrats co-leader,
said it was another sign of the
growing influence of the real
estate investment funds in the
property market.
“It’s going to have a big
impact on first-time buyers.
I’ve been contacted by several
people who are very upset.
It’s a sign of things to come,”
she said.
Round Hill Capital opened
an Irish office in Dublin in
2019. On its website, it declares that it has over €1 billion of capital and is going
to deploy in Ireland on new
build-to-rent developments
and student accommodation.
Murphy said that REITs had
significant tax advantages
over private home buyers,
with a tax rate of 25 per cent
on their dividends to investors.
“Another aspect is that
there will be no local property tax, as is the case for all
new houses constructed since
2013,” she said.
Round Hill Capital was
involved in a €123 million

purchase of 297 apartments
in Northwood in north Dublin
last November with another
investment firm.
Last week, the company
announced that it had bought
112 family homes to rent in
Bay Meadows in Hollystown
in Dublin 15 in partnership
with another firm, SFO Capital Partners. Michael Bickford,
Round Hill Capital’s founder,
hailed how resilient the Irish
rental market had been during
the Covid-19 pandemic.
He said the Bay Meadows
purchase was “further evidence of the strong appeal of
the Irish build-to-rent sector
for institutional capital, attracted by its resilient, longterm yields”, in a statement on
his company’s website.
The news of the sale of the
Mullen Park estate to Round
Hill Capital was confirmed by
Sherry FitzGerald, the estate
agents who were dealing with
prospective buyers on behalf
of the developer.
In an email, it said: “We
have been advised by the
developer, Keltston Properties, that phases, 2, 3 & 4 have
been acquired by a real estate
investment firm, Round Hill
Capital, who will offer the
houses to the rental market.
Unfortunately, we will have

It’s going to have
a big impact on
first-time buyers.
It’s a sign of
things to come

no further houses for sale in
Mullen Park.”
The sale has also come as
a disappointment to Tuath,
the affordable housing body,
which was working with
Kildare County Council on
plans to buy most of the houses in the estate.
It was set to get state
funding to buy 142 of the 170
homes there, according to the
most recent social housing
report from the Department
of Housing. A Tuath spokeswoman confirmed it had
engaged in negotiations to
acquire new homes at Mullen Park, Maynooth. “Unfortunately, the association was
ultimately unsuccessful in
reaching an agreement with
the developer,” she said.
These homes would have
been rented to people on
Kildare County Council’s
social housing list. Aidan
Farrelly, a Social Democrats
councillor, said he is going
to question council officials
about the collapse of the
negotiations at the Maynooth-Clane muncipal district meeting on Friday.
Ivan Gaine, the managing
director of Sherry FitzGerald New Homes, which was
operating the now cancelled
sales process, said the firm
had huge empathy for all of
those seeking to purchase a
new home at the current time.
“The lockdown has had a
big impact on current supply across all areas of housing
need, be that home purchase,
rental, social housing or others. Demand is hugely outstripping supply,” he said.
When contacted about the
sale of Mullen Park homes, a
spokeswoman for Round Hill
Capital said it does not comment on “market rumours or
speculation” and would not
be providing a comment “at
this time”.

Airport boss says state must act to
mitigate damage dealt by Covid
BY PETER O’DWYER

Ireland’s current curtailment
of international travel is rapidly squandering decades of
advancement in Irish aviation
and risks creating significant
economic damage, the head
of the country’s two largest
airports has warned.
Dalton Philips, the chief
executive at DAA, said “substantive engagement” from
government on the industry’s
plan for restarting air travel
and an exit strategy from the
system of mandatory hotel
quarantine (MHQ) were urgently required.
“We can’t lose the competitive position that we have . . .
There needs to be an exit strategy. We could have variants of
concern for years and we’re at
odds with the rest of Europe.
“We punch above our
weight on a lot of things in
Ireland and one of them is
aviation. We’re rapidly losing what took 30 or 40 years
to build up and the ramifications of that will be significant
for our economy. We’re not
saying health shouldn’t take
primacy, we’re just saying let’s
have the debate,” Philips said.
DAA last Thursday announced full-year results for
2020 which showed it made
a €284 million loss as a result of the pandemic while
passenger numbers to Cork
and Dublin airports fell by 78

Beer could soon be twice as
expensive as it is in North
Coalition to introduce minimum unit pricing
within weeks, but drinks industry says law
should apply on an all-island basis
BY AARON ROGAN

Beer could be twice as expensive in the South compared
with Northern Ireland under the government’s plans
to introduce minimum unit
pricing (MUP) within weeks.
The public health initiative
is designed to lower alcohol
consumption by banning
offers on cheap drinks and
setting a minimum price of
10 cent per gram of alcohol.
The government had committed to delaying the changes
until a similar law was passed
in Northern Ireland, but has
since decided to move ahead
after Robin Swann, the DUP
Health Minister in Northern
Ireland, signalled that it will
not be introduced there until
2023.
Figures shared by Drink
Ireland, the lobby group,
with Frank Feighan, the junior
minister for public health, last
week showed that the cost of
some products will be twice
as much in the Republic, raising concerns that shoppers
will cross the border to buy
cheaper alcohol and groceries.
Based on prices in Asda in
Enniskillen over the bank
holiday weekend, the figures show that an 18-pack of
Magners Cider which costs
€12.61 when the currency is
converted, would cost €28.16

under MUP in Ireland – a 123
per cent difference. A pack
of 18 Carlsberg was €11.49 in
Asda this weekend but would
cost €23.78 under MUP – a 107
per cent difference.
A litre bottle of Famous
Grouse Scotch whiskey available for €18.37 in Asda Enniskillen would cost €31.60
under MUP, a 72 per cent
difference. Litre bottles of
Smirnoff vodka and Bombay London gin available for
€18.39 in Asda would cost
€29.63 under MUP, a 61 per
cent difference.
A ten-pack of Guinness
cans which cost €11.49 in
Asda this weekend would be
at least €14.25 under MUP, a
24 per cent difference.
Patricia Callan, director
of Drinks Ireland, said that
it supported the measure to
reduce alcohol misuse but
that it was imperative the law
was introduced on an all-island basis.
“The massive price differential that would result from
a unilateral move on MUP
would drive many price-sensitive households, who have
already been hard hit by the
pandemic, to shop across the
border.
“It would also place massive pressures on border businesses, and lead to an increase
in illicit alcohol smuggling at

the border, all at a vulnerable time for our economy,”
Callan said.
“Beyond alignment with
Northern Ireland, the introduction of MUP is logistically
very challenging for retailers
and drinks manufacturers, so
it’s important that a transition
period of at least one year is
provided to implement the
measure, in line with other
measures in the Public Health

The numbers

10c

Proposed minimum price
per gram of alcohol

€18.39
Advertised price of one
litre of mid-market vodka
or gin in an Enniskillen
supermarket this weekend

€29.63
Price for the same products
in the Republic after
minimum unit pricing

(Alcohol) Act 2018,” she said.
“In the context of this debate, it’s also important to
highlight that alcohol consumption in Ireland declined
last year by 6.6 per cent to its
lowest level in 30 years.
“This fall, while accelerated
by Covid-19 and the closure
of the hospitality sector, is
also in line with the fact that
alcohol consumption generally is declining in Ireland. The
average consumption in 2020
was 29.8 per cent lower than
the peak of 2001.”
An Ibec report from two
years ago estimated that a
unilateral MUP move would
increase the existing price differential on alcohol between
the Republic of Ireland and
Northern Ireland from 27 per
cent to 38 per cent, resulting
in a direct loss to the Irish exchequer of €94 million.
Alcohol Action Ireland, a
public health campaign group,
said that “the greater public
good far outweighs the continued protection of private
commercial interest”.
“MUP will save lives, reduce
harm and release scarce public resources devoted to managing chronic alcohol related
harm.
“Alcohol-related inpatient
healthcare accounts for 11
per cent, or €1.8 billion, of
all public healthcare expenditure. While at a wider societal level it demands approximately €3.6 billion of health,
criminal justice, education
and social protection public
expenditure,” a statement
from the group said.

per cent from 35.5 million the
previous year to 7.9 million.
Turnover declined by 69
per cent from €935 million in
2019 to €291 million last year.
Passenger numbers for
the first three months of
2021, during which the government’s MHQ system was
introduced, were down a further 92 per cent on last year.
While it was “almost impossible” to forecast passenger numbers for 2021, Philips
said as few passengers could
pass through the state’s two
largest airports this year as
last.
“Last year, we did eight million and this year we could
easily do eight million again,”
he said.
Key construction projects
including the North Runway
at Dublin Airport and new
security screening systems
for aircraft hold baggage at
Dublin and Cork airports

proceeded last year despite
the impact of the pandemic
but DAA is consulting with
airlines and the Commission
for Aviation Regulation on the
scale of future works.
Prior to the pandemic, DAA
had a €2 billion programme
of capital works planned between 2020 and 2024.
None of the projects have
been abandoned yet, but DAA
will not complete its review
for between a year and 18
months.
DAA cut its workforce in
Ireland and overseas by 2,000
employees last year and introduced pay cuts of between
20 per cent and 45 per cent
across the organisation as
part of a major cost-cutting
programme which cut 42 per
cent off its cost base compared
with the previous year. All bar
about 200 employees have
had their pay restored.
Asked how many of the

2,000 jobs could be restored
when international travel resumes, Philips indicated that
it was unlikely a substantial
number of new hires would
be made over the coming
years.
“Certainly, with the headcount we’ve got at the moment we could accommodate
any sort of recovery for the
next couple of years,” he said.
DAA raised €500 million
through a bond issue in October 2020 and is satisfied it
is adequately funded.
Discussing the plan by aviation stakeholders recently
submitted to government for
the resumption of air travel,
Philips said: “There has been
engagement with government but I would say there
needs to be substantive engagement because we’re an
absolute outlier with the rest
of the EU; nobody has the
criteria [for flying] in place

that we do.”
Ireland could not take airlines and the connectivity
they provided the country for
granted and the longer there
was a lack of clarity on the
government’s plans for the
sector the more likely it was
that airlines would move their
operations to other countries,
he said.
Taoiseach Micheál Martin
has said Ireland will sign up
to the EU Digital Green Certificate which will provide
proof that a person has been
vaccinated against Covid-19,
received a negative test result
or recovered from the illness,
in order to facilitate travel
within the bloc. Work on its
implementation is ongoing.
“We’re going to need every
minister with an up-to-date
passport on a plane with us,
with Tourism Ireland and the
IDA back out and trying to
win business,” Philips said.
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Property funds
outbid housing
bodies by ‘up to
€80k per home’

ELAINE
BYRNE
Fianna Fáil has no
future if it cannot
tackle the housing
Page 21
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on what to expect
from post-pandemic
working

● More than 400 units snapped up by

institutional funds in the past four weeks
● New planning rules would preserve ability
of funds to buy entire apartment blocks
BY MICHAEL BRENNAN
AND KILLIAN WOODS

Investment funds have outbid affordable housing bodies (AHB) on more than 400
homes in the past four weeks,
with offers of up to €80,000
more per unit, the Business Post
has learned.
The revelation comes as the
government is scrambling to
limit the impact institutional
funds can have on the housing
market. The coalition is under
intense pressure to act after
the Business Post’s reporting
on the purchase of most of the
170 houses in the Mullen Park
estate in Maynooth by Round
Hill Capital, a London-based
global investment firm,
sparked political and public
controversy.
Darragh O’Brien, the Minister for Housing, is working
on plans to restrict the power
of institutional funds in the
housing market by potentially
ringfencing more than half of
the units in residential developments for private buyers.
However, there is still uncertainty in government about

Generation
rent
pages 11-13

how exactly it can achieve this
objective using the planning
or tax system, with Paul Gallagher, the Attorney General,
being consulted this weekend.
It comes as affordable
housing bodies have told the
Business Post that they lost
on more than 400 homes that
they had been in discussions
about for social and affordable housing during the past
four weeks. This includes 142
homes in the Mullen Park
estate, which the Tuath affordable housing body had
hoped to buy for social and
affordable housing.
In some cases, the affordable housing bodies have been
outbid by as much as €60,000
to €80,000 per house by international funds attracted
by the prospect of making
guaranteed returns by leasing
them out to the state for social
housing for 25 years.

Declan Dunne, the chief
executive of the Respond affordable housing body, said
his organisation alone had lost
out on 267 units in the past
four weeks to institutional
investors.
“In a housing market where
prices are already on fire, the
prices paid by institutional
investors, backed by leasing
agreements from the state, is
having an incendiary effect
on the cost of homes for everybody else,” he said.
O’Brien confirmed that
Respond had raised the issue
of affordable housing bodies
being squeezed out by funds,
who then leased their homes
to local authorities.
“I’ve been really clear with
local authorities that I don’t
want them competing with
affordable housing bodies.
They’re delivery partners,”
he said.
Some affordable housing
bodies, including Respond,
have their own in-house
design teams and provide
the finance for developers to
build entire new apartment
complexes and housing es-
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‘When I was made redundant,
I felt like my purpose had gone’
Sarah-Louise Gibbons is one of thousands of Irish
aviation workers who have lost their jobs due to the
pandemic. Can the sector recover?
Post Plus, page 1

tates. However, other AHBs
buy housing units on the open
market, which can also put
them in competition with
first-time buyers.
Catherine Murphy, the joint
leader of the Social Democrats, said the government
had to stop investment funds
from pushing out first-time
buyers and affordable housing
bodies.
“How do you compete with
global investment funds with
preferential taxation rates and
deep pockets that they have
available to close transactions?” she said.
O’Brien is working on plans
to protect more than 50 per
cent of new residential developments from bulk purchase
to page 2
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No new ‘variants of concern’ in Ireland
since introduction of hotel quarantine
BY RACHEL LAVIN,
AARON ROGAN,
MICHAEL BRENNAN
AND LORCAN ALLEN

The number of new “variants
of concern” of Covid-19 detected in Ireland has fallen to
zero since the introduction of
mandatory hotel quarantine
in late March, new data shows.
The number of cases of
the P1, Brazilian variant, and
B1.351, South African variant,
fell from a combined peak of
almost 30 cases detected in
the week before its introduction to zero in the last week of
April, according to data from
the Health Protection Surveillance Centre (HPSC).
The eradication of such
variants of the virus is considered a vital part in ensuring
the success of the vaccination rollout as new strains of
Covid-19 could reduce the

efficacy of certain vaccines.
Dr Ina Kelly, the chair of
the Irish Medical Organisation’s public health committee said clusters of the most
concerning variants appear
to have “died out” in the past
few weeks.
“I don’t think we have any
evidence of sustained spread
of ‘variants of concern’ in the
country,” Kelly said.
“We are monitoring them as
closely as we can and looking
for them a lot, but not finding any out in the community.
We have looked very hard for
them and believe they died
out.”
Between March 15 and
March 21, roughly ten cases
of P1, Brazilian, and 20 cases
of the B1.351, South African,
variants were detected. In the
weeks after mandatory hotel quarantine, which by its
nature discourages travel to

Ireland, was introduced on
March 26 this fell to zero.
Kelly believes mandatory
hotel quarantine has helped to
reduce the spread of Covid-19
combined with improved
contact tracing.
“Public health consultants
breathed a huge sigh of relief
when mandatory hotel quarantine came in. It’s making a
huge difference to protecting
the population. So therefore
making it easier for us to do
our job. It isn’t so overwhelming,” she said.
There is growing industry
and political pressure to end
mandatory hotel quarantine
as it has been criticised as
overly restrictive and a deterrent to travel as other countries reopen their borders.
The news comes as the
government is finalising the
testing of Covid-19 certificates
which will allow people to

prove they have been vaccinated, returned a negative
PCR test result or have recovered from infection and have
natural immunity.
The certificates are being
developed to allow the return
of international travel as part
of negotiations with the European Union, Britain and
World Health Organisation.
The system has been tested
on 50 healthcare workers in
recent weeks, based on certifications that were designed
in-house by the Department
of eGovernment, the Office
of the Government Chief
Information Officer and the
chief information officer of
the HSE.
They function in the same
way as smartphones use air
travel boarding passes and
bank cards, which sit inside
a wallet on a phone. The three
to page 2
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Mullen Park in Maynooth.
Investment fund Round
Hill Capital bought up three
quarters of the houses in the
estate
Fergal Phillips

Generation rent is not buying
the political excuses anymore
As would-be buyers are shut out
and the political row over the
bulk purchase of starter homes
in Maynooth by a billion-dollar
investment fund rolls on, the
government is scrambling to
ensure that it does not happen again
Killian
Woods

L

ast week, Kevin spent
his bank holiday Monday
waiting for it to be over. All
he could think about was
ringing his solicitor first
thing the next morning.
Kevin was one of the few to successfully buy a home in Mullen Park in
Maynooth, Co Kildare. His name has
been changed to protect his identity.
He isn’t just worried about annoying
homeowners either side of him. He is
scared to comment publicly on a multibillion-dollar international fund that
will be landlord to around one hundred of his neighbours.
Round Hill Capital, a real estate
investment trust, bought more than
three quarters of the three and fourbed homes in Mullen Park, winning
out over hundreds of private buyers
who were vying to purchase a home
in the new estate. The trust will have
a powerful effect on the area where
Kevin lives for the next few decades.
In June 2018, when Kelston Properties applied for permission to build 174
homes in Mullen Park, the developer’s
planning application said it wanted
to build homes for families. Kevin
bought his house in the development to join this community, but
now he’s not sure if it will ever
exist.
“I bought in Mullen Park because I liked the idea of living
with other families. I want my kids
to make friends for life there. Who
will our neighbours be now? I’ve
heard Round Hill will probably go
after renters who come to work in
Intel for two years. They might be
great neighbours, but I didn’t buy
a home here to have new neighbours every few years.”
Mary, who also asked for her
name to be changed, is another of the
few to secure a home in Mullen Park
with her partner. She bought into the
idea of living in a community as well.
“We are a young couple and we

were hoping for more of a family
community. Now we don’t know. We
don’t have any problem with rented
communities, but we just don’t know
what this means for us, really.”
Kevin isn’t just left wondering about
the community, but about whether the
value of his home will now be
affected.
“Maybe we’re worrying over nothHousing minister Darragh O’Brien:
‘It shouldn’t be happening that
family estates or starter homes
are being bought out from under
people’
Colin Keegan/Collins

ing, we just don’t know. All I know
is I’ve bought into something that I
wouldn’t have signed up for if I knew
it would be a more transient community. If there end up being lots of students in the estate, will people want to
buy my home off me?”
Last week, Kevin and Mary consulted their respective solicitors to scope
out their options. They got the same
advice. They’re locked into the purchase now, unless they are willing to
lose their deposit.
“Maybe under normal circumstances, we would have tried to back
out already. But the fact that we don’t
know how long we’d be waiting to get
a house again would encourage us to
stay put,” Mary said.
The two buyers have simple questions for Round Hill Capital. They want
to know if all the homes acquired in
bulk will be let on the private rental
market and, if so, what cohort they
will be aimed at. Will it be families,
professionals or students? Round Hill
Capital refused to comment.
They also want to know if any more
than the mandated 10 per cent of
homes in Mullen Park will be provided
to Kildare County Council for social
housing. Round Hill Capital refused to
comment.
Despite feeling blindsided, Kevin
and Mary are left with the niggling
thought that they’re still the lucky
ones. They may not know what the
future holds for Mullen Park, but they
don’t fancy rejoining the would-be
buyers on the virtual home-viewing
circuit.
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Foot on the housing ladder

Meanwhile, irate wannabe homeowners, desperate to get a foot on the
housing ladder, are left feeling very
angry and are questioning how we
have got to the point where first-time
buyers are competing with multibillion-dollar funds for starter homes.
Round Hill Capital refused to answer
questions asked by the Business Post
on the record, but a spokesman provided a general statement. It clearly
indicates that many more first-time
buyers can expect to go head-to-head
with the trust, which has a €1 billion
war chest to spend on Irish homes.
“We are committed to investing
in Ireland to increase the supply of
quality homes available to rent, working alongside local developers and
agents,” it said.
A long list of policy decisions made
by several governments led to the
point where Mullen Park was bulk
bought by Round Hill Capital, according to Rory Hearne, assistant professor
of social policy at Maynooth University and author of Housing Shock.
He argued that during the Fianna
Fáil-Progressive Democrat governments, a new mindset took hold that
changed how housing was viewed in
Ireland. A house was not only a home
to page 12
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All supply is not good
supply. What’s the point in
a supply of housing that is
unaffordable, that is going to
push people into poverty?
FROM PAGE 11

to live in, it was an investment asset.
The idea of buy-to-let investors,
owning three and four homes, took
hold. It started small, but now has
become ever more professionalised,
according to Hearne.
Following the collapse of the Celtic
Tiger, the creation of Nama was an
invitation to so-called vulture funds
to buy up property. It gave these big
institutional investors a foothold in
Ireland. In 2012, a further tax-benefit
framework was created by Michael
Noonan, then finance minister, which
encouraged the creation of Real Estate
Investment Trusts (Reits) in Ireland.
These entities, which enjoy significant tax breaks, were fostered in
order to “facilitate the attraction of
foreign investment capital to the Irish
property market,” Noonan said. He
championed the creation of Reits as a
progressive move that would lead to a
“more sustainable, long-term property
rental market for both investors and
property tenants”.
Last week, the bulk purchase of
homes at Mullen Park was the latest
incidence, in an established trend, of
funds buying either newly completed
or undeveloped homes.
“An avenue through which international capital can invest in Irish residential property has been created by
policy,” Dr Michael Byrne, a lecturer
in the School of Social Policy, Social
Work and Social Justice in UCD, said.

Large inflows of capital

“The policy is exposing us to very
large, sudden inflows of capital. That
might increase the supply of rental
properties. However, the appetite to
invest is such that it’s going to push up
land and house prices.”
He said the fact that institutional
landlords were entering the market
wasn’t worrying in itself, it was the
speed at which capital was flowing
into the country that was concerning.
In 2018, €930 million was invested
by institutional landlords buying up
homes, mainly apartments, a Hooke
& MacDonald report said. A year later,
the figure was €2.36 billion. Last year,
despite the pandemic, 2,309 residential properties were acquired for a total
of €1.2 billion. A separate report by
CBRE said total investment by these
funds in residential housing during
2020 was closer to €1.75 billion.
Irish policy has fostered a suitable
environment for funds to operate in,
but there are other factors at play.
Byrne said a lot of the activity could
be down to monetary policy set
beyond the Irish jurisdiction that has
sought to increase the amount of capital swirling around in the marketplace.
“How much of this is actually being
driven by the loose monetary conditions? How much of this is about investors just being in a monetary
context of low interest rate environ-

ments, the quantitative easing and related policies from central banks that
really favour financial investors and
asset purchases?”
The purchase of the Mullen Park
homes by Round Hill Capital is quite
different to the typical activity of
funds. To date, they have targeted
apartment blocks in urban areas or
popular rental pockets of cities, not
suburban housing estates.
A recent CBRE report estimated that
around 15,550 residential units are
controlled by institutional investors in
Ireland, which only represents about 5
per cent of tenancies.
But the flow of capital into Ireland
means funds are getting a bigger foothold every year in the market. Round
Hill Capital, with its €1 billion to spend
on Irish residential property, could be
viewed as a small player. Other funds
have even bigger war chests.
The state doesn’t collect any data on
how much property is being acquired
by funds. The Property Price Register
gives limited insight into what homes
are being acquired en masse. Recorded
activity for 2021 shows homes are being bought in bulk for tens of millions
of euro by unknown buyers.
The only oversight is from sectoral
reports by the likes of Savills and CBRE
and funds declaring acquisitions. For
example, Round Hill Capital recently
announced that it had acquired
Catherine Murphy: accused
the government of fostering
an environment that favoured
funds
Fergal Phillips

’’

Bay Meadows in Dublin 15, a new
development of 112 houses.
Byrne said the acquisition of housing estates was a new trend, but not
surprising. He said there was a view
among market actors that there was
now scope to expand beyond urban
cores because people’s habits were
changing.
“There appears to be a growing appetite among people to move out of
urban cores and to break into the suburbs and regional towns after the pandemic. The private rental sector reports
show the sector has spotted that trend,
so it makes sense they are looking at
housing estates now.
“In an Irish context, that is really
concerning, because you can really see
how, if the institutional capital starts
to move out into regional areas, that
would really disrupt the nature of the
housing system. Whether or not you
agree with it, the suburbs and commuter towns are the refuge of the firsttime buyer.”

Hitting head office targets

Byrne said it could be a case of these
funds simply buying what stock is in
front of them. They are eager to hit
their targets passed down from head
offices and need to add units to their
portfolio.
“There is the view that the stock isn’t
there in the cities among the sector.
A lot of the big players have wanted
to create portfolios of 5,000 or 6,000
units for several years. I interviewed
property consultants in 2017 and they
were talking about the frustration in
the sector, in that it’s really hard to get
your hands on units.”
Finally, Byrne said these funds eyeing up housing estates may be getting
in on the ground floor of a new trend
in the Irish rental sector.
He said ‘generation rent’ is growing
up now and a certain cohort, who still
can’t afford a home, will have a preference for larger houses and maybe
more family-friendly amenities and
quality of life.
“That creates a new type of rental
market. It makes sense for these funds
to think that there’s certainly a lot of
potential for expansion into buying
housing estates for let.”
A recent paper published by Byrne,
called ‘Institutional investment in
the private rental sector in the wake
of the Covid-19 pandemic’ reviewed
sentiment among these institutional
funds.
The analysis showed institutional
investors in residential property are
very bullish about the future as the
pandemic has proven their sector to be
very resilient and a safe bet.
“There has been a view for some
time that [the private rental sector] is
resilient or maybe even counter cyclical, and that this made it less risky
than some other forms of residential
property investment. From the point
of view of investors, property is con-

sidered a somewhat risky asset class,
and certainly a lot more risky than
sovereign bonds.
“I feel like that view was really consolidated by the pandemic, because
the discourse in terms of the market
seems to be that the private rental
sector, especially the institutional
segment of that, fared better than
other comparable assets like office
and retail. So that has kind of consolidated the view that the private rental
sector can still be a sound investment
in times of economic turbulence and
even if we do see a recessionary period
coming out of the pandemic.”
Save for a dramatic intervention in
the taxing of these funds or curtailing
their activity, their investment in Ireland is likely to increase.
Last week, Tánaiste Leo Varadkar
was reluctant to row in behind calls to
tackle funds for this very reason. He
did not condone Round Hill Capital’s
bulk acquisition of homes, but he did
see funds having positive impacts in
terms of funding apartment projects
that developers will only start building
if they have an end buyer.
In this regard, the funds are responsible for delivering a lot of homes in
Ireland. A significant number of apartment projects are only on site because

If the institutional
capital starts to move
out into regional areas,
that would really
disrupt the nature of
the housing system. The
suburbs and commuter
towns are the refuge of
the first-time buyer

funds have agreed to buy them. Those
in the property sector who advocate
for funds point to this fact and claim
“all supply is good supply”.
Hearne said this is a baseless claim.
“All supply is not good supply.
What’s the point in a supply of housing that is unaffordable, that is going to
push people into poverty, that is going

to lock generation rent out of being
able to afford to buy a home? And also,
what good is the supply that is being
delivered by investors whose strategy
includes leaving units lie vacant if they
can’t achieve the rent they want.”
The Business Post has previously revealed that many funds in Ireland are
sitting on hundreds of vacant properties they brought to market, choosing
not to lower the rent, to forgo rental
income in a move to preserve the balance sheet value of the property.
Hearne said straightforward changes
to Irish law are needed to stamp out
this behaviour, including an overhaul
of how funds are taxed.
“The thing that needs to be done is
you implement policies like a vacant
homes tax, so investors can’t come
in and do this. And if we want a sustainable rental society, it’s also really
important that you remove the ability
to evict on sale and evict on refurbishments. Why are investors coming in
here? They’re coming in because the
government has failed to build affordable housing and has failed to ensure
the supply of affordable housing. We
have created the market for them. We
need to push back on the investors
and reduce their level of speculation
and also, the government has to dra-

Round Hill has €1bn to spend in Ireland
Round Hill Capital, a London-based property fund, has
been particularly active in the
Irish market since it opened its
Irish office in 2018.
Since it was founded in 2002,
the firm has invested more than
€6.5 billion in European real
estate.
The Irish unit, led by managing
director John Vaudin, entered Ireland with plans to spend
€1 billion acquiring homes to
rent and purpose-built student
accommodation.
In 2018, alongside QuadReal,
the Canadian property group,
it purchased Bridgefield, a

John Vaudin, managing director of
Round Hill Capital’s Irish unit

216-apartment complex for €84
million. Last year, it teamed up

with QuadReal again to purchased 297 apartments in the
Blackwood Square block in Santry, north Dublin for €123.5 million from Cosgrave Group.
In addition to its latest deal to
acquire a large amount of Mullen Park, it recently announced
the purchase of 112 homes in the
new Bay Meadows family home
development in Dublin 15 for an
undisclosed fee.
Round Hill Capital’s spending in
Ireland to date shows it has hundreds of millions of euro left over
in its €1 billion war chest that was
specifically set aside to invest in
Irish property.

Comment

How to stop the rot?
Don’t treat housing
as a financial asset
Aidan Regan The cynical
use of the Irish housing
market to bolster the profits
of global corporate empires
is what has us in this bind.
But we can get out of it if the
state plays the same game,
with a different aim

T

here are many fantastic
assumptions and myths
in the study of economics that often make their
way into public policy.
One of these is that Real
Estate Investment Trusts (Reits) are a
great way to democratise housing fi-

nance, and to enable small and hardworking households to invest their
savings into property.
Rather than go through all the hassle
of buying a property to rent out yourself, you can become a small shareholder in a Reit, which will do all the
work on your behalf. In addition, you

contribute towards solving a societal
problem — financing the development
of housing for your fellow citizens.
It sounds great, but it is all codswallop. In reality, the shareholders of Reits, like all global investment vehicles,
are made up of large wealthy corporate funds that have so much cash they
don’t know what to do with it.
Reits suck in this global money, and
direct it towards buying property. But
not any type of property; it is property
for long-term rental. The rents generated create a stable rate of return for
shareholders. Reits become landlords,
manage the investment, take a slice
of the income, and distribute the rest
of the rents to the shareholders, who
are, for the most part, global financial
investment funds.
Take Round Hill Capital, the real
estate investment and asset management firm that recently bought up 115
family homes in Kildare. The global ultimate owner of this group is a limited
liability company in Delaware, the US
state that is infamous for registering

‘Investors are not just here to buy
one-bed apartments to rent to
Facebook workers. They’re here to
buy any property that will command
rental income’
Fergal Phillips

corporate shells for tax purposes.
The Delaware company is the parent
of around 60 subsidiaries within the
group, most of which are investment
funds registered in Luxembourg — another well-known tax haven for global
funds. It is a Luxembourg-based fund
that owns the subsidiary of Round Hill
Capital that became one of Kildare’s
biggest residential landlords.
Round Hill Capital also recently partnered with SFO Capital, the
London-based global real estate investment firm, to purchase 112 family
homes in Dublin. The global ultimate
owner of SFO Capital is Saradar Financial House.
This financial holding group is registered in Lebanon. The Saradars are a
multibillionaire Lebanese family that
also own Saradar Capital Holdings,

Power... that’s what it
ultimately boils down
to. Irish households
have absolutely no
power to compete with
this wall of money

among a variety of other financial
companies. The original purpose of
Saradar Capital was to manage the
family’s assets. I doubt they would
have anticipated that this would later
make them partial landlords on the
northside of Dublin.
Or take the Irish Residential Properties Reit, the global ultimate owner
of a corporate group that includes
around 15 subsidiaries. It has some 60
shareholders that include the Cayman
Islands-registered financial company
Lansdowne Partners International,
part-owned by Paul Ruddock, the
chairman of the University of Oxford
endowment fund.
Other shareholders include Setanta
Asset Management, one company in a
500-strong global corporate group that
is ultimately owned by the Desmarais
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A plague on both
your houses:
Mullen Park is
a warning to
FF and FG
Michael Brennan
The government
parties’ failure to
solve the housing
crisis could cost them
dearly in the next
general election

Mullen Park: families who could
have bought homes here may
now end up paying in excess
of €2,000 a month to rent the
house they wanted to buy
Fergal Phillips

matically increase its supply of social
homes.”
Meanwhile, Irish Institutional Property (IIP), an industry body representing institutional property developers
and funds, said that funds had invested
€14 billion to date in the Irish property
market and that its members were “net
sellers” of new homes in Ireland.
“Ireland today needs to source 80 per
cent of all real estate capital from internationally backed institutional investors.
Our dependency on such capital will be
further heightened following the announced departure of both Ulster Bank
and KBC from the market shortly,” IIP
said.
The bulk purchase of homes at Mullen
Park struck a nerve last week with
the Irish public. Generation rent have
looked apathetically at the en masse
buying up of apartments in Dublin.
They were never aspirational homes
for first-time buyers in Ireland, but
starter homes in Maynooth are meant
to be.
The outcry exposed the fragile relationship between the two main parties
in government. Fine Gael is keen to
distance itself from the housing portfolio and blame issues on its coalition
partners, while Fianna Fáil is keen to
spin a narrative that it inherited a dire
situation.
This was reflected in the potshots
behind the scenes in parliamentary
party meetings held last week, but in
the Dáil, it was the opposition leaders
who led the discourse.
Mary Lou McDonald, the Sinn
Féin leader, and Catherine Murphy,
co-leader of the Social Democrats,
raised the matter of Mullen Park and
accused the government of fostering
an environment that favoured funds.
Micheál Martin replied: “The purchase by institutional investors of
completed housing estates is unacceptable and not consistent with
government policy. We do not want
institutional investors competing with
first-time buyers.”
He added that no county council
should be on the other side of this deal
and lease the homes from Round Hill

Capital for social homes.
“Let that go out loud and clear now
from government. No county council
should be on the other side of this engaging in a long lease with these institutional investors of that estate.”
The Taoiseach’s comments, however, were misleading. It is government
policy to lease from funds like Round
Hill Capital. Among the many missed
Rebuilding Ireland targets is one that
plans for 10,000 homes to be leased
on a long-term basis from institutional
funds under an enhanced scheme for
long-term leasing.
“The initiative will target newly built
or yet to be built houses or apartments
for leasing to minimise competition
with existing stock,” the policy said.
These homes come from funds.
Kildare County Council has confirmed it is not in talks to lease homes
in Mullen Park, but other councils
are very keen to lease homes from
institutional investors to boost social
housing stock. Dublin City Council
has calculated that more than 1,000
long-term-leased homes are in the
pipeline. Other councils like Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council
are already locked into deals to longlease apartments from pension funds
for more than €2,000 a month.
The public backlash to Mullen Park
has led to loose commitments by the
state to regulate how funds operate
and are taxed in Ireland.
Catherine Murphy said she was
concerned that we were going to end
up with something “half-hearted” that
would not curtail the activity of funds.
Darragh O’Brien, the Minister for
Housing, told the Business Post a plan
of action to combat funds bulk buying
housing estates would be comprehensively drawn up next week once legal
advice on the options available had
been set out by the Attorney General.
O’Brien said the action would be a
mix of changes to the tax treatment
of funds that bulk buy nearly entire
developments and amendments to
planning legislation that would start to
ringfence a certain number of homes
for private, individual buyers.
“I was asked earlier in the week
should we just ban these investment

family, the multibillionaires who own
the Power Corporation of Canada.
Power, indeed. Because that’s what
it ultimately boils down to. Irish
households have absolutely no power
to compete with this wall of money.
They are not competing with the Reit
per se, but the extremely wealthy
shareholders that finance the investment trusts. This feeling of powerlessness is what underpins the outrage felt
last week, particularly among younger
renters.
Thanks to a story in this newspaper,
it finally dawned on people, and a naive government it would appear, that
these investors are not just here to buy
one-bed apartments to rent to Facebook workers. They’re here to buy any
property that will command rental
income.

The background to how and why
the government invited these global
investors into the property market is
well told, as are the lucrative tax incentives that successive Fine Gael-led
governments put in place to make it
happen.
The government wanted to sell off
distressed assets, improve the balance
sheet of the banks, and kick-start the
return of house price increases. Rising
prices would enable households to
get out of negative equity, encourage
more investment in property, and incentivise more residential and office
building.
It would continue the merry-goround of treating housing as a financial
asset for the next generation of young
people looking to climb the “property
ladder” — that dreadful term that fundamentally underpins Ireland’s housing problems.
However, something else happened during these years that nobody
had anticipated and that was a decade-long downward trend in interest
rates, which would culminate in a
negative real interest rate environment
across the advanced capitalist democracies of the world.
This has occurred because of the
international monetary policies by the
world’s central banks, including the
European Central Bank. These policies have pushed down interest rates
to encourage private investment, and
as a means to encourage economic
growth, initially in response to the financial crash, and now in response to
Covid-19.
The transmission mechanism for
these policies is the global capital market which, in reality, is only accessible
to those with a lot of financial clout,
or a lot of collateral — 99 per cent of
households and small businesses don’t

Right to housing referendum

Some bulk
purchases
in 2021

April 2021: German investor
Union Investment is to pay €200
million for 435 apartments being
developed by Ballymore Group
at Royal Canal Park in Ashtown,
Dublin 15.

March 2021: The Aberdeen
Standard Investments acquired
apartments at 19-20 Blackhall
Street, Smithfield in Dublin 7
from Red Rock Developments for
€20 million.
February 2021: Avestus Capital
Partners, an Irish real estate
investor, purchased 120 rental
apartments in Santry, north
Dublin, from Cinamol for more
than €38 million.

have access to these capital markets,
and don’t directly benefit from the
cash that is swashing around it.
It has not made the financing of
buying a home cheaper. As I have
written in this newspaper in the past,
Irish households don’t benefit from
the ECB’s policies because mortgages
are excluded from their financial operations. The ECB basically excludes
the debt contract of the working and
middle classes from the monetary
policies that are aimed at financing the
real economy.
The global cheap credit environment
has, however, meant that institutional
investors have endless access to cash,
and endless amounts of money to
invest. They are actively looking for
places to put this money, and they are
putting it where they think they can
get the highest rate of return — the
high-yielding assets in the stock market, and the real estate market.
Hence, rapidly rising asset prices,
which disproportionately benefit the
rich. Given Ireland’s tax incentives,
strong population growth and the
presence of many high-tech multinationals with a transient workforce
that need rental accommodation,
Dublin and many other high-growth
cities have become a magnet for this
money.
In theory, there is absolutely nothing
to stop the Irish state doing exactly
what these global institutional investors do: leverage its privileged position
in global markets to finance housing
developments directly.
The difference would be that the
state, and associated public bodies, do
it on a not-for-profit basis. They can
finance the development of housing
and sell it directly to Irish households
at cost price. This, in itself, would cover
the cost of financing. The objective

funds. I think most people realise
that’s not a tenable position. But ideally what I want is that first-time buyers
have a level playing pitch,” he said.
“They can’t compete with big funds,
no one can. It shouldn’t be happening
that family estates or starter homes are
being bought out from under people.”
If the government plans are deemed
insignificant, Rebecca Moynihan, the
Labour Party senator, has said she will
reintroduce a bill drafted by O’Brien in
2019 that sought to prevent funds buying large blocks of homes en masse.
In the meantime, Irish first-time
buyers will have to go up against these
funds in a lose-lose scenario. Families
who could have bought homes in Mullen Park may now end up paying in
excess of €2,000 a month to rent the
house they wanted to buy.
One fact that is unlikely to provide
prospective buyers in Ireland with any
solace is knowing that people vying
for homes globally face the exact same
scenario.
Ireland is by no means being used
as a guinea pig by vulture or cuckoo
funds. The situation is exactly the same
in the US, Britain, Canada, Australia
and many other countries. In the US,
pension funds have recently been
buying one-off family homes that
aren’t even new builds. And trends in
the US eventually trickle into the Irish
property market.
The big funds already have a foothold in Ireland and they are unlikely
to budge. But Hearne, who has been
tracking housing trends in Ireland for
years, said he can see a big change in
how well informed people are now
about how the housing crisis affects
every household. This makes him
optimistic that something will be
done.
“I feel last week in itself is a significant point. It was a signal of what the
next election could be about.
“This poses a question for Darragh
O’Brien about the housing referendum. Politically, he knows he is up
against the wall. So why wouldn’t he
take the opportunity now, when he’s
housing minister, to implement a referendum on the right to housing? That
would make a big difference.”

would be to make housing affordable,
not to create the conditions and expectations of ever rising rents to pay
shareholders.
It is this very possibility that terrifies
institutional investors the most. A government housing policy that is guided
by the objective of housing affordability negatively affects their business
model. They need housing to be treated as a financial asset that generates a
high yielding rental income.
In a 2020 report on Irish property,
Gillen Markets, the Dublin-based
investment advisory firm, stated this
very publicly. It pointed out that Ireland’s housing policy has “benefited
institutions and developers at the expense of individual buyers”, and that
the biggest “risk” facing investors in
Ireland’s property market is “government intervention aimed at improving
housing affordability”.
Does this mean that there is no role
to play for private investment in financing housing developments? Not if
it is part of an integrated public policy
regime that is designed to produce
high-quality affordable homes in vibrant and connected communities.
The idea that these institutional investors should be free to finance small
rental apartments in our cities, but
stay away from the middle-class suburbs is not only bad urban planning, it
is a recipe for huge inner-city conflict
in the future.
What we need are high-quality and
affordable family-friendly apartments
in Dublin central, and our regional
town centres. But most importantly,
we need to stop treating housing as a
financial asset.
Aidan Regan is an associate professor in the
School of Politics and International Relations at University College Dublin

T

he spectre of the “teach- ing out up to 40 per cent of their
er, the nurse and the
units to people on HAP because
guard” is behind the
the HAP office based in Limerick
political furore about
Council’s headquarters pays the rent
the sale of most of the
to them directly every week, plus
Mullen Park estate to a
two months’ rent in advance and a
global property investment fund.
month’s deposit. HAP is now costing
These are the young professionmore than €500 million a year.
als who have been abiding by the
But in using HAP and long-term
Covid-19 restrictions for more than a leasing as a short-term housing fix,
year and have been saving for a dethe government is increasing the
posit, so they can get out of the over- pressure on young workers who get
priced rental market.
no state subsidy. And it is attracting
But the growing presence of inin more investment funds, which
vestment funds means that they are
are outbidding the same workers for
being outgunned when it comes to
permanent homes.
bidding for a home and faced with
Politically, this is going to drive
little alternative but to rent from the
more voters away from Fianna Fáil
same funds instead.
and Fine Gael at the next general
Add to the mix a construction
election and into the arms of opposiindustry that has been shut down
tion parties such as Sinn Féin which
for nearly five of the past 12 months
are promising a different approach to
and the stock of new homes for
housing policy.
first-timers to buy is much smaller
The government recently asked a
than it would be otherwise.
group of housing experts to explore
The Social Democrats, Sinn Féin,
how it could deliver more public and
Labour and others have picked up on private homes faster, as part of its
the fears of young professionals that
review of the National Development
they will never get on the famous
Plan.
“housing ladder” and that is why
Most of the experts were from the
they have pursued the issues arising
National Economic and Social Counout of the Mullen Park sale so relent- cil (NESC), a state think tank.
lessly over the past week.
Some of their solutions are already
Darragh O’Brien, the Minister for
being implemented by O’Brien, such
Housing, and Paschal Donohoe, the
as a cost-rental scheme to provide
Minister for Finance, are working
affordable rents and the establishon tax changes to stop investment
ment of the Land Development
funds from buying entire housing
Agency to provide a regular supply
estates, with the aim of bringing the
of housing developments.
proposals to cabinet this week. That
But the NESC experts highlighted
may sap some of the public anger,
land as the biggest outstanding factor
but there are deeper questions about in the housing crisis. There is plenty
whether the government will conof development land available with
tinue to fuel the frenzy with its widplanning permission, but too much
er housing policies.
of it lies idle. The efforts by Fine
It is trying to secure more social
Gael to incentivise landowners to
housing by offering long-term leases use it — through a poorly enforced
to landlords for 25 years. But this
vacant site tax — have not worked.
guaranteed governThe Department of
ment return is a very
Housing has been
attractive proposireduced to sendtion for international
ing out a survey to
investment funds.
councils in recent
Affordable housweeks, asking
There are deeper
ing bodies are comthem why they
plaining that the
are not collecting
questions
about
investment funds are
more money from
whether the
offering developers
it.
between €50,000
The experts told
government will
and €80,000 more
the government
per home, pushing
to implement the
continue to fuel
up prices for the
1973 report from
the frenzy
entire market. The
Judge John Kenny,
Business Post has
who called for
learned that, in the past four weeks,
land prices for urban development
affordable housing bodies have been sites to be capped to make housing
outbid for 400 homes by investment
more affordable. That recommendation made it into the draft coalition
funds.
agreement between Fine Gael and
Malcolm Noonan, the Minister of
Fianna Fáil last year, but it infuriatState at the Department of Housing,
ed developers and farmers. It was
told the Dáil last week that leasing
homes rather than buying them kept dropped from the final programme
for government at the insistence of
them off the state’s balance sheet.
Fine Gael.
The government is still trying to
But it could get another outing.
avoid breaching EU financial rules,
The recently published review of the
which limit how much the state can
National Development Plan states
spend on capital projects such as
that “housing supply activation, inhousing.
cluding land and viability,” will be
The investment funds can also
addressed in O’Brien’s forthcoming
rent out their apartment blocks
five-year housing strategy. It will be
and housing estates to people who
called Housing for All and will reare getting the Housing Assistance
place Fine Gael’s Rebuilding Ireland
Payment from the state. The rate
housing strategy.
is €1,300 for a couple with three
O’Brien needs to do more to stop
children in Dublin, but there is also
“drowning in the shadow of Fine
a bigger “homeless HAP” payment
Gael housing policy”, is how Fianof €1,950 for those at risk of homelessness.
na Fáil TD John Lahart put it at a
Letting agents are now finding that parliamentary party meeting last
the majority of enquiries for many
week. If nothing is done about land
rental properties in Dublin are from
availability and the reliance on HAP
people who are HAP approved. One
and long-term leases, the housing
letting agent told this newspaper
market will still be an issue in severprivately that people with approval
al years’ time. That will hit Fine Gael
for HAP payments were pushing
too. It suffered in last year’s general
out “the nurse or the guard” who
election campaign for its poor track
could only afford to houseshare with record on housing.
friends.
The Mullen Park furore is a warning for the government parties of
“HAP is keeping the rental market where it is by giving people the
what awaits them in the next general
money to pay these crazy rents. It’s a election if they persist with the indisgrace,” he said.
cremental approach to solving the
The investment funds are renthousing crisis.
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State invested in
‘cuckoo fund’
that snapped
up hundreds of
Maynooth homes

HSE hackers
demanded
a ransom of
3 bitcoin

‘Getting
staff
back
is the
main
thing’

BY AARON ROGAN

The hackers who forced the
HSE‘s systems offline on Friday disrupting the healthcare
of thousands of people demanded a ransom of 3 bitcoin
or $150,000 for the release of
the files, the Business Post has
learned.
Ossian Smyth, the junior
minister responsible for the
National Cyber Security
Centre (NCSC), described the
attack as “possibly the most
significant cybercrime in the
history of the state”. He said
that the state would not pay
any ransom and work was
underway to restore the systems.
A darknet webpage operated by the hacking group
believed to be behind the
attack had not published any
HSE data as of yesterday, but
a warning on the site said
that some data may be sold to
third parties rather than published directly.

As Angela Ruttledge
and thousands of
others prepare to
reopen their
businesses, staffing
is a key concern

● More than €225m of government funding

was used to buy up houses and apartments in
Dublin suburbs and commuter belt

page 10
BY KILLIAN WOODS

The Irish state invested in a
so-called cuckoo fund that
has bulk-bought hundreds
of homes in two Maynooth
housing estates, the Business
Post can reveal.
More than €225 million
of government funding that
aimed to stimulate housing
supply was ultimately used
by funds to buy up houses and
apartments before they could
be put on the open market for
regular buyers.
Urbeo, an institutional fund
majority owned by a USbased company, received a
€60 million investment from
the Irish state in 2018.
In 2019, Urbeo bulk-purchased nearly two-thirds of
the 143 new-build homes in
Carton Grove housing estate
in Maynooth, which contains
126 houses and 15 apartments.
The same year, it bought an
entire phase of 151 homes in
Mariavilla, another Maynooth

housing estate, for €53.5 million. It included 105 houses
and 46 apartments.
Two-bed homes in Carton
Grove and Mariavilla are now
on the rental market for between €1,893 and €1,950 a
month.
Carton Grove was constructed by the same developer as Mullen Park, the Maynooth housing estate recently
at the centre of a controversial
sale that sparked public calls
for a clampdown on funds
bulk-buying homes.
Earlier this month, Taoiseach Micheál Martin said the
bulk purchase of completed
housing estates by institutional investors was “unacceptable”, and that first-time
buyers should not be competing with these funds for
homes.
Last week, however, Paschal Donohoe, the Minister
for Finance, defended the role
of institutional investors in the
Irish property market.

He said he did not condone
investors buying up large
amounts of housing estates
ahead of first-time buyers, but
also stressed that these funds
have a role to play in financing
Irish property development.
Ever since the Business Post
first revealed the sale of Mullen Park to Round Hill Capital,
an international fund, senior
members of government have
said the deal was an isolated
incident of an institutional investor acquiring a commuter-belt housing estate.
The new revelations published by the Business Post
today show the issue is more
widespread than the government claimed.
Fresh details also outline
that the state has helped fund
the activity of institutional
investors in Dublin’s suburbs and the commuter belt
through direct investments
over several years.
More than €225 million of
taxpayers’ money has been

Full story: page 3

put into funds that are not
building homes, but instead
are vying to buy family homes
ahead of regular buyers.
Additionally, a further €500
million of state funds have
been invested in an agency
called Activate Capital, which
has financed the construction
of several residential developments that were ultimately
sold to funds.
The new revelations come
after it emerged Home Building Finance Ireland, a state
agency set up to make cheap
loans available to developers,
has spent tens of millions of
euro on financing developments being constructed for
funds.
The state’s equity

to page 2
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Davy Stockbrokers ‘likely to’
fetch up to €400m when sold
BY LORCAN ALLEN AND
BARRY J WHYTE

Beleaguered Davy Stockbrokers could fetch as much as
€400 million when it is sold,
according to sources familiar
with the bidding process.
The firm was expected to
sell at a discount because of
the controversy surrounding it
and the resulting reputational
damage.
However, several people familiar with the deal have told
the Business Post that the sale
price for Davy could be somewhere between €350 million
and €400 million, which is
at the higher end of the price
range and would value the
business in the region of six
to seven times profits.
The Business Post understands the final sale price for
Davy is likely to be heavily
caveated, and could be de-

pendent on the firm being
given full clearance by the
Central Bank that no further
fines or sanctions will be levelled against it for any other
potential regulatory breaches
from the past.
One of the conditions might
involve splitting the deal so
that a certain percentage of
the sales price is paid up front,
with the remainder conditional on the clear resolution
to an external due diligence
process, sources have said.
Should Davy be sold at the
higher end of its valuation
range, a number of the senior executives that were at
the heart of the Anglo bond
scandal in 2014 are in line for
a significant windfall from the
sale of the firm.
Brian McKiernan, the former chief executive of Davy
and one of the Davy 16 group,
is estimated to own a 13 per

cent stake in the firm, meaning he is in line for a payout
in the region of €45 million
to €50 million from the sale
of Davy.
Four former senior executives at Davy – Kyran McLaughlin, Tony Garry, Barry
Nangle and David Smith, who
were also part of the Davy 16 –
are estimated to own a further
20 per cent of the business
between them.
This would see them share
a payout of between €70
million and €80 million, depending on the final sale price.
It is not yet clear exactly
how many firms have submitted formal bids for Davy,
but Bank of Ireland is regarded
as the frontrunner in the race
to buy the stockbroker.
The bank is reported to
have assembled a large team
to work on the bid for Davy,
and is understood to be work-

ing on a possible integration
plan for the acquisition.
Stifel, a billion-dollar US
investment bank, is understood to be in the running too,
while Swiss wealth management group Julius Baer has
also been mentioned as a
possible bidder.
Davy put itself up for sale
earlier this year in the aftermath of a damning Central
Bank investigation into a bond
trade that took place in 2014.
The firm was recently fined
a record €4.13 million by the
Central Bank for breaching
market rules in relation to a
transaction involving 16 of the
broker’s own staff.
The sales process of Davy,
which is being handled by international investment bank
Rothschild, has seen more
than 100 potential bidders express some interest in buying
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Analysis

Taxing the
vulture funds
won’t solve
the housing
crisis

Home truths about funds buying houses
We may be deeply frustrated that
multibillion-euro investors are now
competing with individual buyers
for houses, but it was the state that
invited these funds into Ireland — and
it may be tricky to curtail them now
Killian
Woods

T

wo weeks ago, Taoiseach Micheál Martin sat
through several grillings
in the Dáil during leaders’
questions.
In the aftermath of a
Business Post report about the majority
of homes in Mullen Park in Maynooth,
Co Kildare, being sold to a so-called
cuckoo fund, the opposition wanted to
emphasise the point that it happened
on this government’s watch.
Mary Lou McDonald, the Sinn Féin
leader, said that Fianna Fáil and Fine
Gael “rolled out the red carpet” for the
institutional funds with “a range of
sweetheart tax advantages”. She went
on to list off the benefits enjoyed by
these funds, which pay no corporation
tax, no capital gains tax and low levels
of stamp duty.
“This is not happening by accident.
It is the outworking of a policy designed and defended by Fianna Fáil
and its partners in government, Fine
Gael,” she said.
In his response, Martin agreed with
McDonald. He said a fund buying up
a housing estate ahead of individual
buyers was “unacceptable”.
The government’s stance was simple. The migration of institutional
investors to the commuter belt was
bad and Martin said the government
wouldn’t stand for it.
His response was definitive, but also
contradictory, because Martin, and
every other taxpayer in Ireland, is in
fact an investor in the very funds in
question. In reality, we have invested
in funds that are out in the market
now, buying up homes ahead of individual purchasers.
Take Carton Grove, a 143-home
residential estate in Maynooth, as a
case study. It was developed by Orivo
Properties. The firm is owned by Liam
Mousney, who is also the owner of
Keltson Properties, which developed
Mullen Park.
The construction of Carton Grove
was funded by Activate Capital, an
agency co-founded by the Ireland
Strategic Investment Fund, the state’s
sovereign wealth fund, to fund residential construction.
In 2019, around 90 homes in the
estate were sold to Urbeo, a so-called
cuckoo fund. According to the Price
Property Register, the two- and threebed homes were sold for on average
€270,000 each.
Martin, and a large section of the
Irish public, are frustrated that funds
are now competing with one-off
buyers for homes. The reality is, state
policy has not only encouraged funds
to come into Ireland through policy, it
has planned to profit off the trend.
In regard to Carton Grove, the only
stage the state wasn’t involved in was
laying the bricks. But it helped finance
the bricks through Activate Capital. It
also partly invested in the purchase of
homes in the housing estate because,
in 2018, the state invested €60 million
in Urbeo. Two-bed homes in Carton
Grove are now on the rental market
for €1,950 a month.

Each Irish taxpayer isn’t listed as a
shareholder in Urbeo. The ultimate
control of Ireland’s stake in the fund
lies with Paschal Donohoe, the Finance Minister. So if you follow the
roundabout, Donohoe is the minister
examining rules that would crack
down on the activity of funds he is
ultimately funding.
And to compound Donohoe’s issues, experts are now questioning
whether the government’s tepidly
mooted plans to change tax and planning rules to stop funds buying housing estates will work.

What makes investment
funds tick?

Pat Davitt, the chief executive of IPAV,
the Institute of Professional Auctioneers and Valuers, has 40 years of
experience in his field. He agrees with
the Irish government on one count. He
thinks institutional funds have a role
to play in the market, but is adamant
the government doesn’t understand
the issue it is trying to tackle.
Davitt said that to understand how
funds are outcompeting one-off buyers, you need to know what makes
them tick.
“There’s all sorts of values that you
can put on a property. If I was buying
a property to live in, I’d buy at the
open market value. I bid, Mary Jane
bids, then maybe Pat and Keith put in
a bid. Eventually, one of us does the
final bid, which is the open market
value on the day,” he said.
“The investment value, now, as
opposed to the open market value, is
what we’re speaking about here with
the funds. They look at rent they could
get for a property, say €1,600 a month.
Then they multiply that by 12, which
puts their annual income at €20,000.
Right now, if the fund was looking for

a 5 per cent yield, for example, that
property is worth €400,000.”
The best way to understand yield in
a property context is to think of money in the bank.
People put cash in the bank and
they get interest. In the same way,
the yield is the percentage interest
an investor gets on the value of their
property.
“If I’m a fund, I don’t care what it's
worth on the open market,” Davitt
said.
“If I want a 5 per cent yield, I’m
prepared to give €400,000 versus,
say, an individual who wants to pay
€300,000 for it. And hence the difference of €80,000 some of these houses
are going for.”
The way the Irish rental market is
set up allows the funds to prosper,
according to Davitt. He said the properties can come into the market at the
highest price a fund can get, unaffected by rent control rules on
existing rental stock.
“Then the government
comes along, in some cases, and they guarantee
they will lease properties
for social housing for
25 years. So you get a
25-year lease from the
government on the basis
of the rent. Somebody
then has what they call
a fund. It’s not a property any
longer.”
Davitt added that government policy to lease social homes from institutional
investors is partly fuelling the
activity of institutional funds.
Under Rebuilding Ireland, the state
aims to deliver 10,000 homes by leasing them on a long-term basis from
institutional funds. The deals have become popular in Ireland, with many
social homes now leased instead of
bought from developers.
In the short-term, leasing is cheaper than purchasing and boosts social
housing stock quickly. Long-term, the
state pays off more than the value of a
home in rent and is left with no asset.
Davitt believes the government
has worked itself into a panic trying
to find ideas to prevent funds buying
up large tranches of commuter belt
housing estates when, in fact, it’s very
straightforward.
“Believe me, it’s as simple as the
nose on your face. The government
thinks that it’s this huge, big thing. I’m
talking simply about it because I'm
used to looking at these investment
and market values. All we have to do

Taoiseach Micheál Martin: a fund buying up homes ahead of private
individual buyers is ‘unacceptable’
Rollingnews

Paschal
Donohoe
‘is the minister examining rules
to crack down on the activity of
funds he is ultimately funding’
RollingNews

is make these properties unattractive
to investment funds. That’s all.
“We can do this by having more
control on the starting rents of new
properties and the government can
start to look for bigger discounts on
the rents they’re prepared to pay for
social leases. That’s a huge start.”
The plans the government is actually working on to crack down on
funds are not so straightforward. The
limited information released by Darragh O’Brien, the Housing Minister,
and Pascal Donohoe suggests they are

The dangers of ‘chasing away’
international capital completely
Institutional funds have invested
billions of euro in Ireland’s property market in recent years. Last
year, investment was estimated
at €1.75 billion by CBRE, the
property consultants, and at €1.2
billion by Savills.
The previous year, a residential investment report by agent
Hooke & MacDonald said the
total was €2.36 billion.
Leo Varadkar, the Tánaiste, has
said that measures need to be
brought in to curtail funds from
bulk buying homes in housing
estates, but not push them out of
the country completely.
He said investment funds,
which bankroll the development
of apartment blocks in cities,
have a role to play in Ireland’s
property market.

An analysis published last
week by Dermot O’Leary, chief
economist at Goodbody Stockbrokers, said that any new state
measures that would “chase
away” capital from Ireland could
have disastrous knock-on implications for housing supply over
the coming years.
Referencing a report by Irish
Institutional Property, a representative group for large funds
in Ireland, O’Leary said that
international capital accounted
for 80 per cent of development
financing in Ireland over the last
few years.
“Over the three years to the
end of 2019, the report estimates that development finance
amounted to €5.4 billion per annum. Of this, only €1.2 billion (22

per cent) emanated from domestic sources,” O’Leary said.
He added that international
capital has become vital in funding real estate construction.
If Ireland is to achieve its
35,000 homes built per annum
target, annual capital requirements could grow to €12.5 billion, with the share of this capital coming from international
sources rising to as high as 87 per
cent, O’Leary said.
“The bottom line here is that
without international capital, the
financing of much-needed offices to facilitate the surge in FDI
jobs over recent years would not
have been able to happen, and
the required ramp-up in housebuilding in the coming years
cannot happen either,” he said.

looking at complex options.
The plan is expected to be
a two-pronged approach,
focused on changes to the
tax treatment of funds and
amendments to planning
laws that would protect a
portion of homes from being
bought in one tranche by a sole
buyer.
Since the end of last week, the
government has been consulting
Paul Gallagher, the Attorney General, on what is legally permissible. No
information has trickled out on what
feedback Gallagher has sent back.

Ringfencing homes

Reading between the lines of what
government ministers have said in the
past about the Attorney General’s advice, Gallagher has tended to be quite
conservative.
He most recently raised concerns
about the legality of extending the ban
on evictions and rent increases during
the pandemic. Government sources
expect him to warn ministers about
the legality of any plan to ringfence
homes away from funds.
And if he did advise that ringfencing would be constitutionally sound,
bringing such measures into effect
wouldn’t be very straightforward.
Ultimately, ringfencing homes away
from funds would require a change to
planning law. Jim McGrath, a former
special adviser in the Department of
Housing, said such a change is neither
simple nor a quick fix.
“Especially if you are looking to give
new powers to planning authorities.
If you need to do a fresh planning act,
those typically take three to four years
to develop, pass and then implement
and they apply to future planning developments from that point on.
“The Departments of Finance and
Housing may have been working on a

In reality, every
taxpayer in Ireland has
invested in funds that
are out in the market
now, buying up homes
ahead of individual
purchasers

solution already, but that is not in the
public domain. One of the biggest
hurdles is that the planning system is
not designed to distinguish a first-time
buyer from another buyer and inserting that into law will be complex.
Though there are precedents around
household and non-household buyers
and occupiers that may be tweaked.”
He added that legally defining who
would qualify as a first-time buyer in
planning law is not straightforward
either.
“For example, when a person decides to get married, that could affect
their first-time buyer status if their
would-be partner owned a property. How would a first-time buyer
designation apply to a co-habiting
non-married couple?”
Nevertheless, any plan to ringfence
homes for certain types of buyers
would be a medium- to long-term
solution. A five-to-seven-year perspective, McGrath said.
Barrister Dr Peter Stafford said it
was very difficult to have retrospective laws in Ireland.
“Anybody proceeding through a
system, such as planning, should be
able to do so on the basis of certainty
that the legal framework isn’t going to
change.”
John Downey, director of Downey
Planning, said the introduction of regulation to ringfence homes for firsttime buyers would be very complicated. He added that it isn’t likely the
rules would apply to the vast majority
of homes due to be built in the next
ten years.
"There’s close to 75,000 or 80,000
units in the planning system. They will
form the bulk of planning applications
that are going to be built in the next
decade. So if you can’t apply legislation after the fact, then the horse has
bolted.”
Take, for example, Mullen Park.
The first planning permission for the
housing estate in Maynooth dates
back to 2014, and the developer
tweaked the plans with subsequent
applications.
If ringfencing rules had come into
effect in 2015, it’s unlikely they would
have applied to Mullen Park since
the developer had already lodged the
plans at that stage.
The problems with planning changes mean that a change to tax treatment of bulk purchasers of property
is the state’s best option to take action
now. In the middle of last week, some
very brief details of potential tax
changes were mooted by the Department of Finance.
Officials in the department said a 1
or 2 per cent increase on stamp duty

on residential property acquisitions
over €1 million could be put in place.
Such a change would be aimed at
corporate buyers, as opposed to most
owner-occupiers, who would continue to pay a 1 per cent stamp duty rate.
“The simple outcome is if you increase transactional costs for property,
for example, by increasing stamp duty,
you are decreasing the net capital value of a property, or what a potential
purchaser will pay. This will mean
vendors will have to build this into
their price expectations,” Colm Lauder, a real estate analyst with Goodbody, said.
“For existing investors, an increase
in transaction costs is an accounting
rather than a cash item. This will be
built into the valuation, so the net
capital value of the property will be
adjusted by the increase in costs.”
He added that such a move may reduce liquidity in the market, which is
important for vendors or sellers.
“If we assume it costs the purchaser close to 9.5 per cent [commercial
property stamp duty is 7.5 per cent]
every time they buy a property, investors may be reluctant to trade as
frequently. This would result in longer
hold periods, which is not necessarily
a bad thing, but would also mean the
Irish market is less liquid. This is a risk
factor.
“For example, with a prime, newbuild private rental sector apartment
building in Dublin, you are generally
getting around 3.5 per cent per annum
net income. If it costs you almost 10
per cent in stamp duty on acquisition,
that’s three years before you catch
up to the fees you paid and the taxes
you paid. Thus, this will need to be
factored into the price paid on acquisition,” he said.

A more ambitious approach

Ultimately, the public would like to
see immediate action being taken on
bulk buying by funds in the aftermath
of the Mullen Park sale.
The government announcing a tax
measure that makes funds slightly
worse off financially, and admitting it
would take years for new ringfencing
rules to come into effect, may not
achieve this.
Rachael Walsh, an assistant professor at the School of Law in Trinity
College Dublin, said the extremity of
the housing crisis could give the government the impetus to act quicker.
She added there may be a push for
a more ambitious approach after the
Mullen Park outcry, one that would
test the limits of what’s constitutionally permissible in restricting property
rights.
“The thinking underpinning the
whole practice of grandfathering, or
phasing in, these kinds of obligations
presupposes that an owner has a presumptive right to develop their land as
they see fit,” Walsh said.
“That presumption isn’t really
apparent when we look at how the
courts have interpreted the protection
of property rights in the Constitution. Rights to profit from land, and
develop land, haven’t been protected
very strongly. The Constitution is very
clear in saying that property rights can
be limited for the common good on
social justice. And what we have is a
housing crisis.”
She added that during the economic
crisis, when far-reaching austerity
measures were introduced, the courts
were clear in saying that, given the
backdrop, the state needed leeway to
make distributive decisions.
“I think it’s not impossible to suggest that the government could make
a good case to suggest that we’re in
a housing crisis and these kinds of
more radical responses are required
to tackle it. The Constitution empowers the state to legislate to secure the
common good and social justice in the

Pat Davitt, Institute of Professional
Auctioneers and Valuers
Fergal Phillips

All we have to do is
make these properties
unattractive to
investment funds.
That’s all. We can do
this by having more
control on the starting
rents of new properties
way that property rights are exercised. And the right to develop isn’t
an unlimited right.”
Davitt still thinks the government
is overcomplicating the matter and
has immediate powers at its disposal that would make it more unattractive for funds to do business
in certain areas of the country.
At present, a fund can charge
whatever rent it wants for a new
property when it goes on the
market. The average rent in Maynooth at the moment is €1,581,
according to the Residential
Tenancies Board, but funds
are advertising new homes
on the market for €2,000 a
month.
“For funds, it’s all about the
yield they can get. They base
their yield on the rent that is

achievable. If you make these guys get
a comparable rent to the rest of the
area on it from day one, they can’t let
them out at whatever price they want
the first time out.”
He added that if the government
made Rent Pressure Zone rules, which
restrict rent increases to 4 per cent
annually, apply to new builds, that
would keep prices in new-builds
lower.
“If they did, when those guys come
in to rent [out] those properties, they
have to use a comparable rent to the
area. They can’t make their own comparable.”
Another short-term measure at
the government’s disposal is to
bargain harder for better deals
when they lease homes for social housing from these funds,
Davitt said.
Davitt said the state could
continue to do social leasing,
but they should look for bigger
discounts.
“If a housing estate was
bought by a fund, the rent discount could be 50 per cent. For
apartments in the city centre,
when they’re too expensive
to build, it could take a 30 per
cent rent discount. If the fund
built the thing from the ground
up, the state might only look for 20
per cent off.
“These funds aren’t coming over
from America, Germany and Japan
because they love us, they’re coming
over because they’re getting a very
good deal. What we need to make
sure is that the deal we’re getting suits
us.”

Is Mullen Park an ‘isolated incident’?

Fernbank in Dublin 14 was bought for €100 million

Senior government ministers have
dismissed the bulk purchase of
homes in Mullen Park, the Maynooth
housing estate, as an isolated incident.
Peter Burke, the minister of state
for housing, said this is a new trend
of investment funds bulk buying
homes in housing estates.
In the context of the overall investment by institutional funds, the
majority of their activity has been in
forward-purchasing unbuilt apartment blocks. But it’s not the full
picture. Funds have been buying up
homes in housing estates in recent
years. Here’s where:

Rents in Mount Argus, Dublin 6 range from €2,050-€3,000

Carton Grove, Maynooth – 91 units
When: 2018-2019
Purchaser: Urbeo
Estimated cost: €25 million
Monthly rent: €1,950
Mariavilla, Maynooth – 150 units
When: 2019
Purchaser: Urbeo
Estimated cost: €52.3 million
Monthly rent: €1,900
Taylor Hill, Balbriggan, Co Dublin –
118 units
When: 2019
Purchaser: Ires Reit
Estimated cost: €38 million
Monthly rent: N/A

Mariavilla, Maynooth: rent on each of 150 units is €1,900

Strand View, Kilbarrack, Dublin – 68
units
When: 2020
Purchaser: DWS, a Deutsche Bank
subsidiary
Estimated cost: €31.1 million
Monthly rent: €2,025 to €2,775
Fernbank, Dublin 14 – 262 units
When: 2018
Purchaser: Irish Life Residential Property Fund
Estimated cost: €100 million
Monthly rent: €1,975 to €3,000
Mount Argus, Dublin 6 – 166 units
When: 2019
Purchaser: Patrizia
Estimated cost: €93 million
Monthly rent: €2,050 to €3,000

Strand View, Kilbarrack, Dublin: rents go up to €2,775

Brian Keegan The
wholesale purchase of
estates is a serious
problem, but there
are many reasons
for the high cost
of homes,
and the most
important is
lack of supply

B

eware of name-calling. Pension funds, clearly, are
good; so-called cuckoo and vulture funds, clearly,
are bad. However, pension funds, vulture funds
and cuckoo funds are all versions of the same
thing.
Large investments call for the large-scale
pooling of resources, or otherwise the investments could not
happen. That can be done by the state or by the private sector,
and one way for the private sector to do it is to form a company. The company raises money through issuing shares, corporation tax is paid on the profits and whatever is left gets taxed
a second time when dividends are paid to the shareholders.
Another way is to create an investment fund where the
income from the investments gets taxed only once. That is
when the returns are paid out to the unit holders of the fund.
This is undoubtedly a big benefit to the unit holders. Yet if
property investment funds did not have this kind of tax arrangement, it is likely there would be less capital in the Irish
property market to build houses, just as if pension funds did
not have such tax arrangements, putting aside money for retirement would be even more expensive than it is now.
This is not to suggest that the wholesale purchase of housing estates, as highlighted by this newspaper, isn’t a serious
social and political problem. An investment fund, by definition, will have far more purchasing power than any individual first-time buyer.
The purchasing power of Irish Real Estate Funds (Irefs) and
Real Estate Investment Trusts (Reits) was most evident in
the commercial property sector up until relatively recently,
but that has changed. Foreign investors in the Irish property
market who use investment funds are more likely to pay tax
in their home country rather than here, which is also a legitimate cause of unease.
Nevertheless, the cost of housing is a result of many factors, the most important being supply. The behaviour of
investment funds in the Irish residential property market is
not purely because of tax incentives. It is because the Irish
residential property market is currently a solid investment
opportunity. Not only is it a good bet now, but it is also likely
to remain a good bet over a five-to-ten-year horizon because
it will take time for supply to ramp up.
If tax policy has not created the current problems, it is unlikely to fix them either. Successive Irish governments have
aggressively used tax policies in attempts to manage the residential property market since the early 1980s. That we still
have supply problems shows how futile these attempts have
been.
We started in the 1980s with capital reliefs for investment
in residential property. The supply improved, but the quality
arguably did not. The availability of cheaper money in the
mid-1990s resulted in a rapid rise in property values, leading
to the then notorious Bacon report which called for increases
in stamp duty and reductions in tax reliefs.
After all that, we still couldn’t avoid a property crash in
2008, but now changes to the property tax regime are on the
government agenda yet again.
Based on the experience of the last 40 years, tax measures
on their own will be ineffective in resolving the current crisis.
Over the decades, the costs of construction have gone up for
a myriad reasons. Construction standards are far higher than
they once were and having planning permission is no longer
a reliable signal that construction can commence.
Additional taxes, either on property purchases or on rental
property returns, may well swell government coffers in the
short term but they won’t do anything to bolster supply.
It is worrying to hear opposition parties call for tax increases and restrictions on the activities of investment funds with
apparently little thought for anything other than the political
optics of the situation. A primary reason for the introduction
of the Reit was to attract new sources of non-bank financing
to the Irish property market. If that was the case at the time of
its introduction, in 2013, it is even more the case now in the
context of the withdrawal of Ulster Bank and KBC from the
Irish market.
Any tax policy changes should be aimed at promoting
supply by reducing development costs rather than punishing
investment, whether those investments are made by investment funds or, for that matter, anyone else.
A tax-payment holiday for developer PAYE and Vat costs
could be offered until a housing development is fully completed and sold. There might be merit in allowing enhanced
tax deductions against the cost of training workers in the
construction industry or for providing safety equipment. An
upfront tax deduction for the capital cost of the heavy plant
and machinery required in the industry, as operated in the
1980s, could also be reintroduced.
Such tax changes can only help, but not completely solve,
the dilemma of providing affordable housing. The ultimate
answer lies in either directly providing additional state funding for property development, or the state facilitating its
supply; one such model is the government’s Home Building
Finance lending facility. It does not lie in name-calling investors, nor in short-term tax hikes to quieten political opponents.
Brian Keegan is director of public policy at Chartered Accountants
Ireland
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Smaller foreign
funds target
second-hand
homes around
the country
Funds such as FourLeaf Investments
and Crown Capital aren’t interested in
buying up entire housing estates like
Mullen Park in Maynooth. Instead,
they’re hunting for second-hand
homes — and giving Ireland the hard
sell to prospective investors
Killian
Woods

‘T

he green house will
deliver green papers .
. . PM for more details
on how to invest with
us... #renovation #ireland #greatinvestment
#milliondollarlisting #househunting.”
That was the caption on an Instagram post by FourLeaf Investments,
an Israeli investment group which
is actively hunting for second-hand
homes in Ireland. The picture that accompanied the text was of a somewhat
bleak-looking terraced bungalow in
Cork. All three of its windows were
boarded up, as was the front door. Its
green paint was chipping away in large
chunks.
Most buyers in Ireland wouldn’t
look at this small house and have dollar signs in their eyes, but FourLeaf
Investments isn’t most buyers. The
fund is one of the many small to medium-sized investors, with budgets of
between €10 million and €100 million, that are on the lookout for investments here.
Founded in 2015, it was set up by
Dor Ganor and Ehud Elkabets, two
property entrepreneurs. More recently,
in 2019, Ganor set up Crown Capital
Properties alongside several other Is-

raeli investors. The businessmen can’t
compete with the billion-euro funds
that can buy up whole housing estates,
such as Round Hill Capital, which
caused public outcry when it acquired
a large number of homes in the Mullen Park scheme in Maynooth in Co
Kildare.
Instead, they are focused on second-hand homes, redbrick pre-1963
properties that have been subdivided
into studio apartments or fixer-uppers,
such as the green house in Cork.
FourLeaf and Crown Capital’s various presences on Instagram, Facebook
and LinkedIn give a glimpse into how
these international investors view the
Irish property market and how they
talk it up to prospective investors. In
short, they sell Ireland hard.
FourLeaf’s Instagram page has posted screenshots of articles that portray
Ireland as a country on the up. One
Irish Independent article it shared was
headlined: “Irish growth is six times
faster than the EU’s average”.
“Still the highest economic growth
in the EU. Ireland five years in a row.
We’re on the train. You are welcome
aboard,” the post read.
A post on FourLeaf’s Facebook page
proclaimed that Dublin’s rental market

was even more frantic than Tel Aviv’s.
“If in Tel Aviv you think it’s hard to
find an apartment for rent, try in Dublin where it’s mission impossible! The
offer of apartments is not enough to
meet the high demands for rent living
in the Irish capital,” it said.
The Irish real estate market, FourLeaf said, is characterised by rental
yields between 7 and 10 per cent. It
pitched the country as the “most
stable and promising market
for real estate investments in
Europe”.
Its founders claim to
have steadily built up their
business in Dublin having bought and renovated
several properties, some
of which were re-sold and
others retained as rentals.
Crown Capital Properties is currently pushing out
adverts on LinkedIn stating
that the firm is looking for
second-hand houses and apartments in central Dublin postcodes,
except Dublin 5. “Quick closing process. Buying all cash. Preferably have
unexploited potential . . . We will consider any prime investment between
€1,000,000 and €10,000,000,” the
ad states.
FourLeaf and Crown Capital are
two of around 50 medium-sized investor groups in Dublin’s property
market scrambling to build portfolios
of second-hand homes, according to
Ray Cooke, managing director of Ray
Cooke Auctioneers.
“There are probably a dozen big
guys, who would have between €50
million to €100 million plus to spend.
Then there are a lot of smaller guys out
there with €2 million or €5 million in
a fund,” Cooke said.
Half a dozen real estate agents and
auctioneers in Dublin told the Business
Post that foreign-backed funds, usually
fronted by Irish property consultants,
regularly call their offices seeking details of what stock they are bringing to
the market.
“They would ask us to come to them

Analysis

Coalition is
scrambling for
ideas as the
housing crisis
hits home
High rents in the capital are
attracting medium-sized funds to
snap up second-hand homes Getty

Dor Ganor and Ehud Elkabets of
FourLeaf Investments: building
portfolios of second-hand homes

Young first-time buyers
are missing out. They
do not know they are
missing out because
sometimes the houses
are not even listed

with properties before they hit the
market,” one suburban Dublin agent
told the Business Post. “I wouldn’t
be doing them any favours right
now, but some agents would.
“In 2019, when the second-hand market was slow, we
did a bit of business with them,
but not now. They were getting
a lot of stuff off market back
then off us, and still are from
other estate agents.”
Earlier in the month, when the
issue of funds bulk buying homes
in housing estates dominated the
news cycle, Duncan Smith, the Labour Party TD, highlighted in the Dáil
the trend of smaller funds also buying
up second-hand homes.
“Investment funds are highly active in the market, seeking any second-hand homes that are in any way
affordable or deemed to be affordable
or within the reach of some first-time
buyers. These are houses that will never come to the market,” Smith said.
“Young first-time buyers are missing
out. They do not even know they are
missing out because sometimes the
houses are not even listed.”
The presence of these medium-sized
funds in the second-hand home market is nothing new. Two estate agents
told the Business Post that about onefifth of their second-hand home sales
last year would have been to funds.
There is a clear list of reasons why
owner occupiers flock to the second-hand market. They might have
a desire to live close to home or
near friends, or perhaps they were
squeezed out of new developments
being bulk-purchased by so-called
cuckoo funds.

But what has attracted the medium-sized funds, which have between
€5 million and €50 million to spend,
to this part of the Irish property
market?

Lucrative portfolios

The Dublin rental market has been
setting new records in recent years. In
2016, rents in the capital exceeded the
peak levels of the Celtic Tiger years
when the price of a house hit €1,454
per month, while the figure for an
apartment was €1,306.
The most recent data released by the
Residential Tenancies Board showed
that year-on-year rent inflation in the
Dublin area stood at 2.1 per cent in the
fourth quarter of 2020. The average
rent in the capital was €1,745, but was
down €14 compared to the previous
quarter.
Such rental inflation is attractive to
investors, but it’s not the prize they
are eyeing up. A lot of them have their
focus set on social housing.
The Irish social housing sector has
been set up in such a fashion that has
allowed funds of all sizes to prosper
and secure an attractive yield, the
percentage interest an investor gets on
the value of their property annually.
Local authorities are now increasingly
leasing the homes bought by these
investors on 25-year deals for social
housing, due to a shortage of stock.
Cooke said local authorities get
the lease on the homes at a discount
of market rent, but it still delivers a
healthy return for investors.
“Let’s say the market rent is €2,000,
but the local authority has the rent
capped on the property at €1,800.
Well, then it will pay 80 per cent of

that, which is €1,440. For the investor,
that would probably work out at a 6
per cent yield, give or take,” he said.
“If you do the maths and multiply
the €1,440 by 12, that’s your annual
income. Multiply that by 25 years, it
works out at around €450,000. So for
maybe a €250,000 house, the government is paying €450,000 over 25 years
and then at the end of the lease, the
landlord still owns the property.”
If a fund can manage to bundle a
number of those deals together, it has
a lucrative property portfolio on its
hands which can then be flipped. A
perfect example of such a portfolio
was put on the market recently by
Allied Irish Property and the Topland
Group at a guide price of €21 million.
The property portfolio, dubbed Project Haven, is made up of 60 houses
and apartments which are all locked
into 25-year lease arrangements
with the state for social housing.
The leases for each of the homes,
which are located in Finglas, Tallaght
and Blanchardstown, also have index-linked rent reviews every three
years.
Another fund piecing together
second-hand homes to lease to the
council is RediResi, a joint venture between investors in Britain and Ireland.
In 2019, it acquired more than 50 residential properties across two Dublin
locations.
It spent €179,000, which was
€30,000 over the guide price, for each
of the 19 units it acquired in Mayeston
Hall in Dublin 11. It also paid €7.25
million to acquire all 32 units at the
Round Garden in Citywest. Following
the purchases, the fund said it would
spend a further €700,000 to refurbish

the 52 units before leasing them to the
council on 25-year deals.
The aforementioned deals are a
small portion of RediResi’s plans for
Ireland. Over the next several years,
it has targeted to build a portfolio of
2,000 social housing units that have
25-year leases attached.
RediResi might be focused on these
lucrative social leases, but not all small
and medium property funds are of
the same mind. FourLeaf Investments
appears to be focused on the private
rental market and is making decent
returns.
One property, based on Synge Street,
that was acquired by the Israeli firm
in 2019 is targeted at the private rental
sector. The two-storey over basement
property containing six studio apartments was acquired for €790,000 in
2019, according to the property price
register.
Last January, one of the studio flats
remained empty. It was advertised on
Daft.ie at €1,250 and is now let agreed.
Based on the other properties going for
the same rent, that would equate to an
11 per cent yield.

Less straightforward

The money is there to be made in
the second-hand home market, and
these funds are very keen to snap up
the properties. But some estate agents
have decided not to do business with
them, Smith told the Business Post.
Cooke said he has stopped dealing
directly with the funds because deals
can be more straightforward with
owner-occupiers.
“Sometimes, the problem with
these funds is you’re dealing with a
consultant who’s buying the property,

but they might be buying on behalf of
a big German investor who has put in
the money. So you have to wait for the
German investor to come over to sign
the contract,” he said.
“They might only come over every
three months, so if you didn’t get your
contract signed during that visit, you
have to wait another three months. A
lot of the sales went on for six to nine
months. We could go sale agreed in
January and not close until October,
leaving our vendors waiting.”
Cooke added that first-time buyers,
trader uppers and trader downers can
close a deal for a second-hand house
in three months or four months.
When he raised the issue earlier this
month, Duncan Smith told the Dáil
that new laws were needed to clamp
down on investors buying up second-hand homes before they hit the
open market.
“This problem needs to be tackled.
It is unseen and causing considerable
damage. There needs to be legislation
to prevent it from continuing to happen,” he said.
These one-off instances of investors buying second-hand homes will
not fall under the scope of the new
measures the government introduced
last week to clamp down on so-called
cuckoo funds bulk buying homes in
recent days.
In a bid to prevent another instance
of a fund bulk buying a large portion of
a housing estate, the government has
increased stamp duty to 10 per cent on
the purchase of more than ten houses.
Micheál Mahon, president of the
Society of Chartered Surveyors, said it
would probably act as a deterrent for
funds. “The initial thoughts from our

property members is that it should
work, but the devil will be in the detail. There will be tax experts looking
at this for any loopholes.
“It will be important for the government to continue to monitor and
adjust promptly if loopholes are discovered,” he said.
The tax change is seen as a shortterm measure to tackle funds, but long
term, the government is placing its
faith in new planning rules that would
mandate local authorities to ensure a
certain portion of new build homes
are available for purchase by owner-occupiers.
These rules would not be retrospective or apply to existing planning
permissions, meaning that tens of
thousands of homes already under
way or planned for the coming decade
will not be impacted by the measure
to ring-fence homes away from bulk
purchases.
For example, the planning permission for Mullen Park in Maynooth dates back nearly five years,
to November 2016. So even if these
ring-fencing rules came into effect in
December 2016, that estate would be
unaffected by the new planning
measures.
Overall, Mahon said the measures,
which were swiftly brought into effect, were a welcome development.
However, he added that it would also
be welcomed if the state could bring
the same urgency to other areas of the
housing debate.
“There are so many issues in housing that need this level of urgency.
Issues, that if addressed, will have
the potential to deliver thousands of
homes,” he said.

When your major city becomes a playground for global capital
Aidan Regan Excluding
apartments from the new
legislation on bulk buying
was a big mistake and
shows the complete lack
of a long-term vision for
Dublin as a city where
ordinary citizens, not just
the transient rich, can live

‘T

he London property
market is fine if you
are an international
tycoon.” So said Boris
Johnson in his Vision
for London report, re-

leased in 2020.
No doubt Johnson was speaking to
the plight of those who are priced out
of London city, commuting long distances and unable to afford a home. I
am sure he didn’t mention that during
his time as mayor of London, he actively courted global investors to buy
up property, particularly apartment
blocks, driving up rental prices for
everyone.
During his tenure, London real estate became a lucrative place for the
global rich to stash their cash. The
same is now happening in Dublin.
Soon after Johnson left the mayor’s
office, Britain voted to leave the EU.
There is now plenty of research showing that Brexit was driven by an angry

backlash to the status quo, particularly
the perceived economic and cultural
privileges of London liberal elites. Ireland needs to learn these lessons.
Research by Thiemo Fetzer, an
economist at the University of Warwick, shows that those most affected
by austerity measures during the financial crisis had a higher probability
to support Ukip and the Leave campaign. Their anger was clearly exploited by Brexiteers, but it was based on
genuine grievances.
There is a huge amount of popular
commentary showing that a strong
sense of community and belonging is
central to explaining the Tory party’s
success in working-class England.
There is some empirical evidence for
this, but there is far more evidence
showing that the core vote of the Tories remains anchored in the property-owning English middle class.
Research by Ben Ansell, a political
scientist at the University of Oxford,

indicates that home owners in Britain
tend to oppose those policies that increase housing affordability, such as
the state directly financing the development of public housing.
Whatever the origins of the crossclass coalition driving the popularity of
the Conservatives, there is a clear consensus that the Brexit vote was driven
by a politics of “us versus them”.
This dynamic was rooted in the
real class-based distributional effects
of the British finance-driven growth
model, which is centred in London.
London contributes almost 25 per cent
of GDP in Britain. The financial services sector contributes almost 15 per
cent of total government revenue, and
the gross value added of London is 180
per cent of the British average.
Needless to say, this concentrated
growth is reflected in unequal earnings. Those who work in London’s
financial services sector are by far the
highest earners in Britain. It is therefore no surprise that post-Brexit, Johnson has remoulded the Tory narrative
away from championing “London finance” towards focusing on the plight
of working families.
Like most successful populists, he
has recognised that combining nationalism with a statist-turn on the economy, particularly in poorer regions
of England and London, is a winning
strategy.

Unpacking the data

Brexit was never about the European
Union. It was about class and inequality, issues rooted in the geographic
inequalities of an unbalanced growth
model.
Much like Ireland, openness to foreign direct investment is central to the
British economy. But when you un-

pack the data on foreign investment, it
is clear that this is highly concentrated
in London and other larger metropolitan urban areas such as Manchester.
Similarly, when you unpack foreign
investment flows into Ireland, the vast
majority of it flows to Dublin.
Where Ireland differs from larger
countries such as Britain and Germany is that there is only one major city
— Dublin. This means that economic
growth and investment is even more
concentrated here than it is in those
countries.
Based on provisional research that I
have been doing with Mark Blyth and
Niccolo Fraccaroli at Brown University, we estimate that Dublin makes
up over half of Irish income and productivity growth. Almost all financial
services activity is located in Dublin.
Furthermore, Dublin has become the
main destination of the Brexit-led financial exodus, particularly for asset
management firms.
The concentration of growth and
investment in urban metropolitan cities is not unique to Dublin or London.
In the study of international political
economy, it has become commonplace
to talk about global finance in terms of
city-states rather than nation-states.
Cities compete for global investment,
not countries.
High-earners in the multinational
and foreign-investment sectors of
Dublin, Zurich, Stockholm, Amsterdam, Paris, Berlin, London, New York
and San Francisco tend to have much
more in common with each other than
they do with people living in smaller
regional towns of their own country.
Many of these workers are highly
mobile. This means they are often
transient workers requiring short-term
accommodation, particularly those

Construction in Dublin: many
people are being priced out of
the housing market in Dublin
where most FDI investment is
concentrated
Getty

that work in the tech and business-finance sectors of the economy.
Research by Manuel B Aalbers, a
professor of human geography at KU
Leuven, among many others, has
shown that the presence of mobile
tech workers in a city typically leads
to rapidly rising rents. This, in turn,
creates a strong incentive for global institutional investors to finance a highend build-to-rent private rental sector.

The outcome is that global capital
ends up purchasing and financing the
development of small high-density
apartments in the city centre. The
apartment stock becomes the focus of
foreign investment.
Large institutional investors effectively become the new landlords
of the city. They finance the provision of high-end and high-yielding
private rental living that is aimed at

high-earning business-finance workers. If all of this sounds very familiar,
it should. It is exactly what has been
happening in central Dublin for several years now.

Dublin’s erratic evolution

Unlike cities such as London, Dublin
does not have an integrated public
transport system that enables fast and
easy access from surrounding areas,

More than a housing
crisis, Dublin has an
urban crisis

towns, counties and suburbs. This severely restricts housing options.
Dublin has erratically evolved over
time into one big car-dependent suburban sprawl, to such an extent that
it is now one of the worst traffic-congested cities in the world.
There is practically no coordination
between local authorities, and no
revenue-raising capacity to seriously
invest in and improve local infrastructure.
More than a housing crisis, Dublin
has an urban crisis. The incentives that
were put in place to allow global investors to purchase and finance entire
apartment blocks for the high-end
private rental sector are a response to
this. The aim is to provide short-term
accommodation for the FDI sectors, which are so central to Ireland’s
growth model.
This type of accommodation is an
important part of the housing system.
But it is not a solution to the far more
important issue of providing affordable homes to those who want to live
permanently in apartments, and making Dublin an attractive place to raise
a family.
To do that, you need affordable family-friendly apartments within integrated urban communities. It requires
financing the development of larger
apartments in smaller and less densely
packed schemes, similar to what exists
in almost every European city.
This, in turn, has to be delivered as a
part of a much broader vision of urban
and spatial planning for Dublin city.
Global institutional investors have zero
interest — no pun intended — in providing this vision. The only actors that
can do are the state and an empowered local government.
So while excluding apartments from

legislation aimed at stopping global institutional investors from bulk-buying
homes was, in my view, a big mistake,
it is indicative of the complete absence
of any longer-term vision for Dublin
city. It basically signals that apartment-living is short-term accommodation until you eventually buy a
house in the sprawling suburbs.
Furthermore, all the international
evidence suggests that a highly financialised private rental sector is successful at accommodating the needs of
high-earning professionals. But lest we
forget, less than 5 per cent of employees in Ireland earn more than €80,000
per annum.
The average rent in Dublin city is
almost €2,000 per month, and significantly higher again in the newly built
institutional investor-owned apartment sector. The only people who can
realistically afford these rents are those
who work in large multinationals and
the very high-end public sector, such
as the key policymakers who influence decision-making.
Brexit should be a regular reminder
of what happens when you turn your
capital city into a playground for global
capital, and when your growth model
becomes completely imbalanced toward the interests of big investors.
The financialisation of housing in
Dublin is not yet as bad as London, but
it is moving in the same direction. It
will, as I have argued in this newspaper many times in the past, dictate the
future of Irish politics.
Those who have the solution to
Dublin’s housing and urban crisis are
not the economists. It is our urban
planners, human geographers, engineers, and those with the practical and
technical know-how that can build
sustainable and integrated cities.

Michael Brennan As the
sense grows that the
national housing crisis has
reached a tipping point,
many are unconvinced
that the government’s
latest measures will
do much to solve the
many problems

T

he housing crisis is a petax and a crackdown on short-term
rennial topic of converletting — have been pursued and
sation in Leinster House
abandoned in the past. The focus
— even in the car park.
on vacant properties has intensified
One politician pointed
after a recent Business Post investigaout the departing BMW
tion of new build-to-rent apartment
of a young TD, who had recently
blocks in Dublin found that hunbeen in the headlines complaining
dreds of high-end apartments are
about not being able to afford to
lying vacant.
buy a house. “There’s someone who
O’Brien subsequently wrote to
should be saving the money for a
Donohoe to explore a vacant home
deposit,” he quipped.
tax, and Leo Varadkar, the Tánaiste,
There is not much humour to go
is now backing the idea as well.
round in general, however, when it
Varadkar was very keen on this
comes to the housing crisis. Darragh
when he was elected Fine Gael leadO’Brien, the Minister for Housing,
er in 2017, but he later dropped the
and Paschal Donohoe, the Minister
plan after an Indecon report for the
for Finance, found that out when
government found that there was
they brought forward their tax and
“limited scope” for bringing back
planning measures to discourage
significant numbers of vacant homes
investment funds from bulk buying
in high-demand areas.
more housing estates like Mullen
However, it did chart a way of
Park in Maynooth, Co Kildare.
doing it through the local property
The opposition are convinced
tax system. Homeowners would
that the funds, with their deep war
have to declare to the Revenue Commissioners that their property had
chests, will hardly be put off by the
not been vacant for more than 12
prospect of paying 10 per cent stamp
months, and if it was, they would
duty on bulk house purchases, or
have to pay a property tax surcharge.
planning restrictions which cannot
It could be used, therefore, to deal
legally apply to permissions for current developments.
with investment funds who leave
Both ministers appeared slightly
their properties empty, but it would
taken aback by the volume of queshave a long lead-in period.
tions from reporters at their press
The other old/new idea we heard
conference in Government Buildings last week was to tighten up the use
last week. This reflects the scale of
of short-term letting on platforms
public concern about the housing
such as Airbnb. O’Brien’s predeshortage — and also the fact that
cessor, Eoghan Murphy, tried to ban
many of the reporters, who are in
short-term letting platforms from
their late 20s and
advertising prop30s, are themselves
erties if they did
experiencing the
not have planning
stresses and strains
permission. But
of trying to find an
he was frustrataffordable home.
ed by resistance
Róisín Shortall,
from Shane Ross,
The opposition
the Social Demothe then tourism
are convinced
crats co-leader, told
minister, because
the Dáil that “Genthat the funds will reducing the supply
eration Rent” had
of short-term lets
become “Generation hardly be put off
would see tourism
Spent”. She and othnumbers fall.
by
paying
10
per
er opposition party
The new incumTDs, like Sinn Féin’s
bent in the Departcent stamp duty
Pearse Doherty and
of Tourism,
on bulk purchases ment
Labour’s Ged Nash,
Catherine Martin of
are adamant that the
the Greens, belongs
government’s anto a party which
ti-bulk-buying measures will fail.
is much keener on promoting susThere was an interesting contritainable urban living. Action here
bution on this point from Bernard
is urgently required because of the
Durkan, the veteran Fine Gael backimpending reopening of the tourism
bencher for Kildare North. Few of
market. Many of those homes have
the newer TDs in Leinster House will gone into the rental market, but they
be aware that, in 1967, Durkan spent
will be withdrawn just as quickly
two months in a cell in Mountjoy
once the tourists come back.
prison for supporting farmers’ proWhile all these measures could
tests over cattle prices.
help, the central challenge is the
He pointed out the obvious — that
supply of new housing. A case in
no one in politics has a crystal ball
point is a recent report in the Irish
about the impact of the new bulk
Times, about residents’ associations
buying restrictions on investment
protesting about the Land Developfunds. “To those who want to be
ment Agency’s plans to put 1,300
cynical and say that it will not work,
new homes on the site of the Central
I say that we do not know whether it Mental Hospital in Dundrum.
will,” he said.
Their concerns centre on a potenThis is, of course, the cut-andtial surge in local traffic from the cars
thrust of daily politics: the governof all the proposed new homeownment will put forward the most opti- ers. But the alternative, of course, is
mistic forecast, while the opposition
to build new housing estates in the
will counter with the worst-case
commuter belt and push the traffic
scenario.
there instead. The Land DevelopThe extremely poor supply of new
ment Agency would be well advised
housing developments for first-time
to get its legal teams ready for the inbuyers, worsened by two construcevitable High Court challenge to any
tion shutdowns during the pandemBord Pleanála grant of planning peric, will keep the pressure on the gov- mission for this new development.
ernment in the coming months.
Government ministers, cuckoo
Ministers are therefore throwing
funds and vulture funds have been
around ideas to boost the supply
getting plenty of flak for the housing
of housing ahead of the launch of
crisis. So too have local councilO’Brien’s five-year Housing For All
lors from various parties who have
strategy, which has a notably cuddli- objected to new housing developer name than the current Rebuilding
ments. But the Nimbys (not in my
Ireland strategy developed by Fine
back yard) in the community have
Gael.
played their own role in the housing
Two of the ideas — a vacant homes crisis as well.
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Empty promises:
can the government
finally get to grips
with the problem of
vacant homes?
In an upmarket Dublin suburb, a fourbed house bought by an overseas
investor has been unoccupied since
2015; in the city centre, hundreds of
luxury apartments owned by a US
investment fund lie empty. A more
radical approach to the problem is
needed, experts say

Vacant luxury apartments
and new-build homes

Killian
Woods

T

he sun was shining last
Monday afternoon in the
leafy north Dublin village of
Malahide. In one of its popular housing estates, people
were walking their dogs and
a groundskeeper was belting out a ballad
as he tended the area.
Homes in this development are
in high demand. A stroll around the
grounds shows why. The area is teeming with amenities, green space and
breathtaking views of the coast.
Local estate agents have been
known to drop flyers through letterboxes to check if people are interested
in selling their home, explaining they
could fetch a high price if they chose
to do so.
In among the bustling estate, one
house stands out. Six years ago, it was
bought for more than €590,000. Ever
since 2015, it has been empty.
It has never been lived in, according
to locals. The electricity to the home
is turned off and not a drop of water

promised the government would crack
down on perfectly usable homes lying
vacant.
We have been here before. The previous Fine Gael government looked at
a vacant home tax as recently as 2018
and opted against it.
The current government has also
provided resources to help address vacancy, which have gone underutilised.
They have also put in place a scheme
to heavily fine owners of vacant land,
which has been largely sidestepped by
hoarders.
So will anything be different about
this latest crackdown?

has ever run through the property’s
plumbing.
The blinds are shut, the plants are
overgrown, and junk mail is piled up at
the front door. There is no bolt on the
side gate; it has been screwed permanently shut.
“It’s absolutely indefensible that
a high-quality new-build home has
been empty since it was built. This is
an area which is highly sought after
and with really great amenities,” Cian
O’Callaghan, the Social Democrats
spokesman on housing, said.
“It’s an example of everything that
is wrong with the approach taken by
the government – where attracting international investors trumps providing
homes for families that need them.”
Land registry records obtained by
the Business Post show that the property
has been owned by an overseas investor since 2015.
The empty home is based in the
constituency of Darragh O’Brien, the
Minister for Housing, who last month

There are many new-build homes
just like the Malahide property that
lie empty in Dublin. The capital has a
glut of vacant luxury apartments in
particular.
Across two developments controlled
by Kennedy Wilson, a billion-dollar
US fund, hundreds of luxury apartments lie empty. In fact, there is significant vacancy in new-build apartment
blocks around the capital’s IFSC and
Silicon Docks areas.
Nationwide, there is also a high
number of empty homes, many of
which are now derelict due to lack of
use. The latest data published in the
GeoView Residential Buildings report
at the end of 2020 said there were
92,251 vacant dwellings, 4.6 per cent
of the total stock.
Two particular schemes in place to
try to combat properties being left vacant are already falling flat. The vacant
site levy scheme, introduced in 2017,
grants local authorities the power to
fine owners of vacant land 7 per cent
of the property’s value. Last year,
nearly all hoarders had yet to pay fines
with councils collecting only 0.0009
per cent of the total that were owed.
Meanwhile, a scheme that gives
local authorities funding
to hire a vacant homes
officer has also been only
loosely put into effect.
Councils have hired only
three full-time vacant
home officers since 2018,
despite every council receiving €50,000 a year to
pay for staff in the role.
Each local authority

Stay Connected
in 2021
MAGAZINE
The next edition
is published
on June 27th
Connected is your guide to
technology in business
Available in print and online with

businesspost.ie

has a vacant homes unit,
but currently 28 of these
units operate only in
a part-time capacity,
with vacant home
officers occupied by
other duties.
Tom Gilligan,
director of services
in Mayo County
Council, said there
should be full-time
vacant home officers
in each local authority.
He added, however, that
bringing vacant homes or
land back into use is not an
easy practice.
“There is low-hanging fruit on
occasion, but it takes a lot of work to
make contact with the homeowner of
the vacant property. Even if you make
contact with them, maybe they don’t
have the financial means to bring that
property back into use, or there might
be an unwillingness to do so.
“I’ve had homeowners come to me
and they’ve said, ‘I would bring the
property back into use, but my accountant is telling me that financially
it is not worth my while’. The motivation isn’t there for some owners.”
Gilligan, who has taken a special
interest in vacant homes, added that
there is a need to be more “radical” in
adopting a “carrot and stick approach”
and also more innovative ways to
tackle vacancy. He has already brought
an innovative approach of his own to
the table.
In 2017, he founded the Vacant
Homes website. It is an attempt to
tap into local knowledge to identify
long-idle properties prime for housing.
When a property is logged by a member of the public, an alert is sent to the
vacant home unit of the local authority and then they can follow it up.
“We hope to mobilise local communities to assist local authorities in developing and implementing a targeted
approach. We’re basically using local
knowledge to find vacant property.
They might know how long the property is vacant and even identify the
possible owner.”

Posting pictures and
asking questions

Two people who have taken it upon
themselves to get conversation going

Cian O’Callaghan, SD housing
spokesperson: ‘it is indefensible’ for
new-build homes to lie empty

about vacancy in Cork city are Jude
Sherry and Frank O’Connor, urban
design and sustainability consultants
at Anois.
In 2018, the pair moved to Cork
from Amsterdam. Every day since June
24, 2020, they have posted a picture of
a different residential or commercial
vacant property in Cork city.
O’Connor and Sherry said their approach is simple. They’re just posting
pictures and asking questions. To date,
they have identified more than 400
properties vacant for more than two
years.
“What we’ve done is we’ve created
conversations around architecture,

Of the ones that had
planning permission,
73 per cent of them had
let their planning lapse.
Some owners lodge
new plans every five
years and do nothing

heritage, liveability and wellbeing,”
O’Connor said.
“We’ve been trying to shine a light,
challenge the way things are, and then
show what’s possible. What’s possible
might be like taking over space for
creative purposes or a park.”
O’Connor added that what he has
observed happening in Cork is the
opposite of Amsterdam. Properties are
left vacant and people are clearing out
of the city.
“In Amsterdam, there are parks at
the end of every street and kids play
areas of all sorts, but you come back
to Cork and you can’t really cross the
road. And you’re meeting homeless
people at the same time there is vacant
housing. There’s a total contrast.”
After collecting the list of nearly 400
properties, Sherry delved into the finer
details to work out why homes were
vacant.
“About half of the 400 properties
we found that are vacant are one-,
two-, three-storey homes. A myth
about why these homes are vacant is
that getting planning permission is a
barrier.
“When I looked at information for
the properties, I found that of the ones
that got planning permission, 73 per
cent of them had actually let their
planning lapse. Combined with that,
35 per cent have gone for repeated
planning. Some owners of the big
properties lodge new plans every five
years and do nothing.”
Many people have contacted O’Connor and Sherry to thank them for their
work. Others have sought to replicate
it. Earlier this month, a new Twitter
account called Derelict Limerick was
set up to emulate the work the pair did
in Cork.
O’Connor said their project to document vacancy in Cork is time-consuming, but anyone could undertake
the exercise. He said he would hope
more people in cities and towns would

Nobody home: how two cities are cracking
down on the problem of vacant properties
The Irish government is looking to take action against vacancy in housing estates and
new-build apartment blocks.
Some other cities are further
along the process, with authorities putting in place strict
measures to prevent residential
property sitting idle.
Here’s how two cities have
attempted to crack down on
persistent vacancy:

Vancouver

The Canadian city has found
itself particularly targeted by
an influx of foreign capital and
property speculation, the result
of which was a spike in empty
homes.
In 2017, Vancouver implemented an empty home tax
with the intent of cracking
down on this activity. Vancouver homeowners are now required to file a declaration each
year to determine that their
property should not be subject
to the tax
If a property is deemed vacant, it will be subject to a tax
of 1.25 per cent of its value.
From this year, the rate will increase to 3 per cent. The measure does not apply to principal
residences or units that have
been rented for at least half of
the year.
The net revenues generated

In Barcelona, landlords of empty apartments are told to find a tenant within a month or the city will
take possession and rent the properties out to public housing tenants
Jeffrey Greenberg/Getty

from the tax, which were recorded at Can$60 million last
year, are set aside to be reinvested in affordable housing
schemes.
Research by the city authorities showed that since the tax
was implemented, Vancouver
recorded a 25 per cent decrease in vacant properties.

Barcelona

In a bid to tackle its empty

apartments problem, Barcelona brought in legislation that
empowered the city to compulsorily acquire apartments
vacant for two or more years.
Last year, after the powers
came into effect, city authorities wrote to 14 companies that
collectively owned 194 empty
apartments in Barcelona.
The landlords were warned
that if they hadn’t found a
tenant within one month for

the vacant home, the city
would take possession of their
properties and rent them out
to public housing tenants.
The owners were told the city
would pay compensation at
half their market value.
In addition to this penalty, the new powers to crack
down on vacancy allow the
city council to fine the owners
of the empty units between
€90,000 and €900,000.
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The latest data from the GeoView Residential Buildings report states that at the end of 2020 there were 92,251 vacant
dwellings nationwide, 4.6 per cent of the total stock

stitutional issues with a vacant home
tax which would be permissible in accordance with “the common good”.
She added that if the vacant home
tax is to be modelled on the vacant site
levy, the government needs a stricter
definition on vacancy.

Lack of definition of the
terms ‘vacant’ and ‘idle’

take on the task of recording how
many empty homes are in their own
areas.
“We would just encourage people to
keep it small initially. Keep it to a district or specific area. And we just say,
what’s wrong with posting a picture
and asking the question?”
Sherry said it’s important for people to talk about the potential for the
homes and properties that they identify. She added the main advice is don’t
make it personal.
“Dereliction and vacancy is a failure
of a system. We’re trying to challenge
that system and say things can be
different. We don’t name people. We
don’t think it’s a responsibility of a
particular person, it’s an overall sys-

tems failure. Sometimes people make
these things personal and I don’t think
that’s healthy.”
At present, the country finds itself
in a sort of Groundhog Day situation
when it comes to tackling vacancy.
Nearly three years ago, a report was
prepared by Indecon, the economics
consultancy, on the taxation of vacant
homes for the government.
It came about after Eoghan Murphy,
then housing minister, was tasked by
then Taoiseach Leo Varadkar to look at
workable penalties for property owners who refuse to bring their houses
into use.
The report concluded that there
were “very low vacancy rates in the
areas of greatest demand for housing”

and “the potential for a vacant property tax to increase housing supply is
very limited”.
Last month, Varadkar again raised
the prospect of a vacant home tax at
a parliamentary party meeting. And
so for a second occasion in a matter
of years, the government is exploring
such a penalty.
Paschal Donohoe, the Finance Minister, has indicated that such a tax will
not be announced in the upcoming
budget, but it’s understood the plan
could draw on some of the framework
already in place to penalise hoarders of
vacant land.
Rachael Walsh, an assistant professor at the School of Law in Trinity
College Dublin, said there are no con-

“The issue that’s arisen with the vacant site levy is the lack of a definition
of vacancy. The legislation uses the
terms vacant and idle, but doesn’t define them.
“The reports coming back from the
local authority seem to be that the
lack of definition around vacancy is
problematic. That would be borne out
by the number of appeals successfully
getting sites off the registry. You would
think if this is going to be scaled up to
a wider vacant property tax, we need a
clearer set of guidelines on vacancy.”
Defining what is vacant will ultimately lead the government towards
outlining those who would be exempt
from a vacant home tax, such as those
going through a probate process or
properties being empty because the
owner is ill. Walsh said exemptions
would be needed to ensure the new
tax would be proportionate.
Despite ultimately advising against
a vacant home tax, the Indecon report
did call for a major programme of
compulsory purchase orders (CPOs)
to be “urgently activated” on suitable
residential vacant properties.
Walsh said the Law Reform Com-

Darragh O’Brien, Minister for Housing:
promise to crack down on vacant sites

mission is in the middle of a review of
Ireland’s compulsory purchase laws.
“There are lots of problems with it.
Probably the most significant for this
purpose is that we don’t have a centralised compulsory purchase statute
that has one process that is rolled out
across all instances of CPO.
“What we have is a patchwork of
almost bespoke legislative CPO powers that are given to different agencies.
Local authorities have more than one
CPO power under different statutes.
The IDA has another one. The Dublin
Docklands Authority has another.”
She added that as it’s currently
structured, CPO is not efficient for
tackling vacancy issues were it
to form a key role in the government’s plan to address vacancy.
In the vacuum where the vacant homes problem has been
allowed to worsen and the state
teases out plans to tackle the
issue, the owners of the empty
homes are doing very well for themselves.
Take the example of the idle home
in Malahide. It is accruing in value at a
rapid rate.
The home was acquired for
€590,000 in 2015. Last November, a
home two doors down the road sold
for €730,000. More recently, another house in the estate was subject to
a bidding war and closed at around
€900,000.
In investment circles, a 52 per cent
return on an asset after five years is
mouth-watering.

2 News

Business Post
February 14, 2021

In this week’s paper
A BENTLEY
BEAUTY

GAME, SET
AND MATCH
Cillian Barry of
SportCaller on
selling for €40m
page 18

The problem
with bitcoin
and other
cryptocurrencies is
that they are both
too good to be true,
and less than
meets the eye

THE GREAT ESCAPE
The Bentley V8 reviewed
Post Plus, page 11

NEWS

Sales of country houses
are hotting up
page 1

POST PLUS

Vincent Boland
page 7

PROPERTY

NEWS

Many first-time buyers will be frozen
out of purchasing new apartments
A Business Post analysis has revealed that
apartment costs are set to rise far beyond
the mortgage-borrowing ability of many
prospective new homeowners
BY KILLIAN WOODS

The majority of first-time buyers are likely to be frozen out
of Dublin’s booming new-build
apartment market in the coming
years, the Business Post can reveal.
Apartment costs are set to rise
well beyond the mortgage-borrowing capability of many typical
first-time buyers, according to a
detailed analysis by this newspaper of more than 26,000 apartments due to be built in the capital
within the next seven years.
The average new-build two-bed
apartment in Dublin county is
likely to cost more than €407,000.
The average new-build three-bed
apartment is likely to be priced at
€430,000.
Three-quarters of the 26,000
apartments analysed by the Business Post will be built in central
Dublin and Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown, where prices are significantly higher than the average.
The research showed an average
new-build two-bed apartment in
central Dublin will cost €455,071,
which would require first-time
buyers to earn a total household
salary of €117,000.
Meanwhile, a two-bed in Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown will cost
€428,251, requiring a salary of
€110,000.
Existing data shows second-hand, one-bed apartments are available in Dublin
for €228,560 and a two-bed for
€260,000, with fewer than 1,500
apartments for sale on the market
right now.
New-build apartments are expected to make up the majority
of the market within two years,
according to real estate agents
sources, which is predicted to drive
up the cost of apartments.

The information on new-build
apartment prices was gathered
from documentation that was
supplied by developers to An Bord
Pleanála.
The dataset encompasses the
likely costs of 26,000 apartments
due to be built in Dublin that will
be delivered within the next two
to seven years.
Based on the findings, typical
first-time buyers will not be able to
afford new-build two-bed apartments in Dublin. Nearly half of
first-time buyers could also struggle to afford new-build one-bed
apartments in the city.
Mortgage rules set by the Central Bank restrict people from
borrowing more than 3.5 times
their household income. First-time
buyers must also provide a 10 per
cent deposit.
A couple would require a combined salary of €104,000 to buy
an average two-bed apartment,
and €110,000 to buy a three-bed
apartment.
In central Dublin, first-time
buyers will probably need to earn a
total household salary of €117,000
to afford a new-build two-bed
apartment. A two-bed in Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown will likely
requiring a salary of €110,000.
Based on data published by the
Central Statistics Office, only 14
per cent of Irish households earn
in excess of €100,000.
According to the Central Bank,
the combined average income of
first-time buyers seeking to buy in
Dublin in quarter two of 2020 was
€89,000. However, households in
private rented accommodation,
the cohort typically looking to buy
a home, earn on average €49,908.
The average first-time buyer
will only be in a position to buy
studio and one-bed apartments.

No indoor gatherings of
over 50 until September,
events industry is warned
FROM PAGE 1

will be developed that allow
mass gatherings to be made
safe, but they do not exist at
present.”
The government is revising
its Living With Covid five-level
framework document ahead
of a relaunch of the state’s
Covid-19 suppression strategy
at the end of February.

Last week, Taoiseach Micheál Martin indicated that
current restrictions would
largely remain in place until
the Easter period, and possibly beyond depending on the
epidemiology of the disease.
However, even a small relaxation of restrictions on March
5 is causing nervousness in
government buidings.
The new Living with Covid
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Apartments in Grand
Canal Dock in Dublin,
where prices are
steadily rising
Fergal Phillips

The likely average cost of a newbuild one-bed apartment will cost
€293,000, requiring a salary of
€75,000. A new-build studio will
cost on average €234,000, which
would require a salary of €60,000.
Two-thirds of Irish households
will only be able to afford a studio
apartment in South Dublin County
Council’s area, or a one-bed in Fingal. All other types of apartments
will be outside their budget.
The data on prices of three-bed
units varies due to a very small
sample size. Three-bed apartments
make up only about 2 per cent of
the overall apartment stock due
to be delivered in the next several years, with the costs of threebeds ranging from €320,000 to

plan will retain the same “level
one to level five” system that is
in the current plan, but will set
out a new date for the continuation of the current restrictions
until at least mid-April.
The government is having
discussions about whether
the 5km travel limit should be
eased once the current phase
of restrictions end on March 5.
There have been suggestions
that it could be increased to
10km, but there are fears in
government that this could
encourage people to go much
further.
“If you do 5km, people will
do 8km. If you say 10km, people will do 15km or 20km,”
one government source said.
There could be some easing of the current restrictions
banning all gatherings outside
people’s home or gardens,
which have been in place since
the start of last month.
“You could have socialising like that within the 5km
limit,” another government
source said.
The priority for the government in the new plan is
getting Leaving Cert students
back to school by February 22
and then a phased return of all

€791,000.
Policies to promote apartment
development have been put in
place by the government to incentivise the construction of more
high density residential complexes. In response to the policy
changes, the number of approved
planning permissions for apartments increased from 29,000 to
45,000 in 2020.
Lorcan Sirr, a senior lecturer
in housing at Technological University Dublin, said contradictory
housing policy has facilitated the
surge in apartment prices.
“Government policy is trying to
encourage densification and confusing that with having to build
apartments. On the other hand,

primary and secondary students by the middle of March.
Separately, Varadkar told the
Business Post that a phased reopening of construction could
start in March.
“It is hoped that we can
re-open construction on a
phased basis in the month of
March. It’s an inportant sector
that has a good safety record,
employs a lot of people and
builds essential infrastructure
that we desperately need more
of, like housing. However, this
can only be possible if the epidemiological situation and
public health advice permits
it,” he said.
The state is also putting in
place plans for an overhaul of
its public health response, to
help better suppress the virus
whenever society does begin
to reopen.
According to Niamh
O’Beirne, national lead for
testing and tracing with the
HSE, plans to begin widespread Covid-19 source investigations and deploy rapid antigen tests in outbreak settings
are being put in place for the
next phase of the pandemic,
once cases are brought low
enough.

policy has made them so expensive
and lowered the quality, so no one
wants to live in them. What we're
doing is doubling down and forcing
people out to commuter counties

An entire
generation, with
good jobs and
decent incomes, is
getting locked out
of home ownership

The plans, which are subject to approval by the National Public Health Emergency
Team (Nphet), are part of
changes to the test and trace
system in anticipation of what
is hoped to be the final phase
of virus suppression while the
public is vaccinated.
Source investigation is the
detailed tracing back of a positive case’s history to try and
identify where the virus was
acquired.
O’Beirne said a study carried out in the mid-west at
the end of last year on source
investigation found it was a
lengthy phone exercise that
was too labour-intensive for
when daily cases were high.
She said that rapid antigen
tests, which are being used in
some acute hospital settings,
would begin to be deployed in
some outbreak settings.
She also said it was still very
important that such tests,
which can provide a result in
half an hour, were carried out
by healthcare professionals.
“We are training now at the
moment in dual swabbing so
that if you go to an outbreak
setting, you can do PCR and
antigen at the same time. That

where they can buy an affordable
house.
“We have a national planning
framework that wants to limit
people moving out to commuter
counties and limit commuting,
which is good. But the other arm
of the department is facilitating
the development of expensive
apartments, that will likely have
to move to the rental sector.”
Mel Reynolds, architect and
housing expert, said the country
needed to embrace apartment
living and focus on densification,
but that can only be achieved by
presenting buyers and renters with
affordable options.
“There are a whole range of high
density, low-rise types of devel-

is something we will roll out
for outbreak settings.
A major ramping-up of the
state’s gene sequencing programme is also part of plans
to both identify new variants
coming into the country and
to give exceptionally detailed
data on outbreaks as they occur in real time, which would
in turn allow the response to
be more targeted.
Speaking to the Business
Post, Cillian De Gascun, director of the National Virus
Reference laboratory and chair
of the Nphet Covid-19 expert
group, said the expansion of
the gene sequencing programme could provide new
data on the pandemic.
From a baseline of sequencing between 150 and 300 samples a week, labs across Ireland
are due to be expanded to allow for at least 1,200 samples
a week to be sequenced.
While this would mean being able to sequence at least 10
per cent of infections when
cases are high, it would ultimately mean every positive
Covid-19 test could be sent for
sequencing once cases are below 200 a day.
Full analysis: pages 12-14

opments out there that could be
developed instead of medium- and
high-rise apartments,” he said.
“The average house size is 158
square metres in Ireland, which
is way bigger than we need. At the
same time, what's presented as
an option to solve the shortage is
bedsits to make it affordable. We
need to broaden the debate of what
housing is needed.”
Eoin Ó Broin, Sinn Féin’s spokesman on housing, said the figures
confirm that the private sector
model of residential development
is “broken”.
“It cannot deliver genuinely affordable homes in Dublin at prices
even well-paid working people
can afford,” he said.
“We urgently need a government-backed independent investigation into the all in cost of
delivery of residential homes in
both the public and private sector.”
Cian O’Callaghan, the Social
Democrats TD, said the price of
new apartments in Dublin were
“completely out of reach for most
people”.
“An entire generation with good
jobs and decent incomes are getting locked out of home ownership,” he said.
“This is a broken housing system
where the returns of large investment funds are prioritised over the
housing needs and aspirations of
people who have not been able to
buy a home.”
Dublin-based apartments sold
to funds in recent years have
entered the market charging between €1,700 to €4,000 a month
to rent. Several new build-to-rent
complexes have also experienced
prolonged vacancy issues.
The Business Post’s analysis
of new-build apartments gathered data for every Part V, social
housing agreement, presented by
developers to Dublin’s four local
authorities.
The prices that councils pay for
Part V units is expected to closely
represent the final market price of
apartments.
See Post Plus

Food magnates’ firm told to
remove Covid-10 claims
FROM PAGE 1

“We are aware of this company and the stockists of the
product, and we are following
up directly with them,” the
spokeswoman said. “It is not
permitted to make medicinal claims on food products
including food supplements.
Also, any nutrition or health
claims must be authorised
for use and comply with the
regulations.”
A spokesman for the HPRAsaid it was following up with
the company to “ensure that
any medicinal claims are removed”.
When asked to clarify if
VirALL can “inactivate” and
“kill” Covid-19, a spokeswoman for VirAll said its ingredients
have been effective against
coronavirus 229E, and claimed
SARS-CoV-2, also known as
Covid-19, is similar to coronavirus 229E.
When asked a second time
to clarify if the founders believe that VirALL is a cure for
Covid-19, the spokeswoman

said: “VirALL Healthcare does
not claim, nor ever did claim,
that VirALL kills or inactivates Sars-CoV-2, the virus
that causes Covid-19. VirALL
is a food supplement that supports the immune system . . .
While VirALL is not a cure for
Covid-19, VirALL Healthcare
is committed to substantial
investment in the on-going
clinical research programme
that will inform the further
development and approved
claims relating to the product.”
Last week, the company’s
website claimed VirALL was
available in “any leading pharmacy or health store”. However, the product is not available
in retail chains such as Boots,
Holland & Barrett and Totalhealth Pharmacy.
As recently as last Thursday,
VirALL was listed as available
to order online through the
McCauley pharmacy chain.
A 500ml bottle of the product
was priced at €50. By Friday
morning, however, the product had been delisted from the
McCauley online store.
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Dublin’s planners are approving thousands of new apartments in the capital.
But are first time buyers prepared to embrace high-density living, and more
importantly, can they afford the prices developers are set to charge?

Does apartment
living stack up?

S

By Killian Woods
ean Murphy is a
mortgage broker.
He spends a lot of
his working day
talking to first-time
buyers. But before
he gets stuck into discussing
the paperwork with wannabe
homeowners, he likes to ask
them a simple question.
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The projected costs of large-scale apartment complexes due to be
built in Dublin City Council's jurisdiction in the coming years

‘‘

People are telling me: ‘I
want a dog, I want a garden
and I want to get out of here’,
by which they mean, to get
out of their apartment and
to buy a house

FROM PAGE 1

“What’s the plan? That’s the first
question I have for them. And right
now, people are telling me: ‘I want a
dog, I want a garden and I want to get
out of here’,” Murphy said.
“When I say ‘here’, I don’t necessarily mean Dublin, although there’s
definitely an appetite for homes further afield. What they mean is they
want to get out of their apartment and
buy a house.”
Murphy is chief executive of Simpler.ie, a mortgage broker firm he set
up in 2018 that specialises in dealing
with first-time buyers. Last week, for
the first time in a year, he processed a
loan for an apartment.
“It’s just not something that people
seem to want to buy,” he said. But
that’s not what the government, or
Dublin’s city planners, want to hear.
The state has incentivised the development of apartments over the
past several years. The high-density
accommodation is considered to have
a significant role to play in helping to
solve the shortage of housing and spiralling affordability crisis.
Last month, John O’Hara, the most
senior city planner in Dublin, said the
new city development plan covering
2022 to 2028 would aim to encourage
more apartment developments.
“Close to the city centre, we have
one-storey cottages. We need to almost compensate for that going forward to get quality density, and we
need to be moving towards 100 units
per hectare and above,” O’Hara said.
One hundred units to the hectare
mean one thing: medium- and highrise apartment blocks. The new city
development plan will encourage
developers to build more of these and
there is already a stockpile of such
projects approved and ready to go.
In 2019, there were existing planning permissions for 29,106 apartments in Dublin. By the end of the
second quarter last year, this number
had increased to 45,688.
The government and Dublin’s local
authorities are hoping this wave of
new stock will begin to address the
acute shortage of housing in the capital. And they want a generation of
buyers to embrace apartment living as
a long-term housing solution.
But the difficulty is, as Murphy’s
experience shows, many first-time
buyers don’t consider apartment living
as a long-term accommodation option. And even if they do, a Business Post
analysis would suggest that very few

Ireland doesn’t
have the European
apartment living
model where you
have proper space
and storage

’’

will be able to afford the very apartments being built with them in mind.
Apartment living is a staple of most
large European cities. Eurostat data
published in 2018 showed that 46 per
cent of people in the EU lived in them
at that time. A third lived in detached
houses and one-fifth in semi-detached homes.
Ireland, however, bucked the trend
significantly. Here, 52 per cent of people lived in a semi-detached house
in 2018. The only other member state
with a higher figure was the Netherlands at 58 per cent. Apartment living
here was also well off the European
average, with only 7.8 per cent of people living in such units — the lowest
rate in Europe, although separate data
from the Central Statistics Office put
this figure at 12 per cent in 2016.

The European way

Lorcan Sirr, a senior lecturer in housing at Technological University Dublin
(TU Dublin), said that when assessing
the rate of apartment living in Ireland,
it is more appropriate to benchmark
urban locations like Dublin with other
European cities. On that basis, apartments accounted for 35.2 per cent
of all housing stock in Dublin city in
2016, according to the CSO.
As Dublin’s population expands, an
increase in the number of such units
is considered a key part of the housing
solution. Dublin City Council has projected that the capital’s population will

rise by between 58,000 and 70,000
by 2026. Further into the future, the
United Nations has also forecast that
Dublin will be the fastest-growing
capital city in Europe between 2020
and 2035.
Despite the existing scenario, O’Hara said he could sense a greater shift
towards apartments in the mindset
of buyers, but he added that it was
important to get the model right. “For
example, we need to get storage right,
so people have space for prams or
whatever,” he said.
“The development plan will be encouraging more attractive apartments,
because there’s absolutely no point in
having a vision for the city if it’s not
an attractive place to live, work and go
out in during the evening.
“It’s just unfortunate that when
apartment standards come out, it
tends to be the minimum standards
that are applied by the developer
community. It’s very hard to increase
that standard.”
The standard of apartments, the
smaller living space and storage areas,
is a significant issue for first-time buyers, but it is not the only one.
Even if they wanted to live longterm in the 45,000 new apartments
due to be built, most are unlikely to be
able to afford to buy them.
Mortgage rules set by the Central
Bank restrict people from borrowing
more than 3.5 times their household
income. First-time buyers must also

It’s just unfortunate
that when apartment
standards come out,
it tends to be the
minimum standards
that are applied by
developers
provide a 10 per cent deposit.
The Business Post has analysed the
expected costs of more than 26,000
apartments across 90 residential developments in Dublin. The units are
all in the process of being built and
should be ready for sale in the next
two to seven years.
The analysis shows most of the units
are aimed at the high-end of the market, and the indicative prices could be
too high for many typical first-time
homehunters.
The research (see panel) found that
the average price of a new-build twobed apartment in Dublin is likely to be
€407,383, while a new-build one-bed

will likely cost €292,922 on average.
While existing data shows second-hand, one-bed apartments are
available in Dublin for €228,560 and a
two-bed for €260,000, there is a very
limited supply of these units at lower
price points.
The Business Post’s analysis also
shows the projected variations in prices of new build apartments between
regions of the city. The 12,000 units
due to be built in central Dublin and
7,000 in Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown
will cost the most.
An average two-bed apartment in
Dublin City Council’s area is projected
to cost €455,071, while a two-bed in
Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown is likely
to be priced at €428,251. A one-bed
in each locality is predicted to cost
€332,124 and €293,694 respectively.
A couple, or single buyer, who wants
to buy an average priced two-bedroom
apartment in central Dublin without
any other financial assistance would
need a combined total yearly salary of
€117,000. To buy a similar apartment
in Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown, they
would need to earn €110,000.
Based on data published by the Central Statistics Office (CSO), only 14 per
cent of Irish households earn in excess
of €100,000. This figure represents
all households in Ireland, but not all
households are first-time buyers and
many of those earning in excess of

Projected costs of apartments by area
Dublin City Council

Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown

South Dublin County Council

Fingal County Council

Studio: €239,654 (salary required
for mortgage: €61,625.23)

Studio: €280,500 (salary required
for mortgage: €72,128.57)

Studio: €173,749 (salary required
for mortgage: €44,678.36)

Studio: N/A

One-bed: €332,124 (salary
required for mortgage:
€85,403.42)

One-bed: €293,694 (salary
required for mortgage:
€75,521.31)

One-bed: €255,212 (salary
required for mortgage:
€65,625.94)

Two-bed: €455,071 (salary
required for mortgage:
€117,018.22)

Two-bed: €428,251 (salary
required for mortgage:
€110,121.59)

Two-bed: €343,105 (salary
required for mortgage:
€88,227.10)

Three-bed: €385,337 (salary
required for mortgage:
€99,086.91)

Three-bed: €470,123 (salary
required for mortgage:
€120,888.84)

Three-bed: €404,601 (salary
required for mortgage:
€104,040.28)

One-bed: €176,223 (salary
required for mortgage:
€45,314.47)
Two-bed: €300,677 (salary
required for mortgage:
€77,317.06)
Three-bed: €332,788 (salary
required for mortgage:
€85,574.11)

€100,000 already own their home.
CSO data also shows that nearly
two thirds of all Irish households had
a gross income of less than €60,000.
Households in rented accommodation,
a cohort of people largely made up of
first-time buyers, earn €49,908 on
average.
Renters on the average wage in
Ireland are already frozen out of the
home market, but even the average
first-time buyer at present would be
priced out of buying family-sized
apartments in Dublin.
According to the Central Bank, the
combined average income of first-time
buyers seeking to buy in the capital
in the second quarter of 2020 was
€89,109. This suggests they will only
be eligible to buy a studio or one-bed
apartment.
The 5,000 apartments in South
Dublin County Council’s region and
1,200 apartments in Fingal are likely
to be cheaper, but will only be in the
price range of households earning well
above the average salary even allowing
for wage inflation.
In South Dublin County Council’s
area, one-bed apartments are projected to cost €255,212, while a two-bed
will cost €343,105. In Fingal, the price
for a one-bed will be €176,223 and
two-bed €300,677.
The data on prices of three-bed units
varies drastically, due to a very small
sample size. Three-bed apartments
make up only about 2 per cent of the
overall apartment stock due to be delivered in the next several years.
Glenveagh, the stock market-listed housebuilder, has estimated that
three-bed apartments in its development on Sheriff Street would cost
more than €791,000. Meanwhile,
Chartered Land, the development firm
controlled by Joe O’Reilly, has quoted a
price of €455,703 for three-bed apartments.
In Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown, Ires
Reit, the largest landlord in the state,
has quoted a price of €681,185 for
three-beds, but the vast majority of
developers building three-bed apartments predict the units will cost between €310,000 and €500,000.
A significant number of other apartments due to be delivered in Dublin
will fall into the studio category. Average prices for a studio are likely to cost
€280,500 in Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown, €239,654 in central Dublin
and €173,749 in South Dublin County
Council.
That means two-thirds of Irish
households will only be in a position
to afford a studio apartment in South
Dublin County Council’s area, or a
one-bed in Fingal. All other types of
apartments will be outside their budget unless they have other funds.

Squeezing in more units

One particular government initiative is
the reason why the number of apartments due to be built in Dublin has
risen from 29,000 to 45,000.
Design standards for these units
were changed in 2018 and the guidelines have helped developers squeeze
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Rebecca Lee bought a
two-bed house in Bray after
finding herself outpriced on
new apartments
Fergal Phillips

John O’Hara, senior city planner, Dublin City Council: the new city development plan for 2022-2028 would aim to encourage
more apartment developments
Fergal Phillips

more apartments into complexes and
cut the cost of building.
In build-to-sell apartment developments, up to half of a complex can
now be made up of one-bed and studio apartments and there is no minimum requirement for three-bed units.
The minimum size of a studio unit was
also reduced from 40 square metres to
37 square metres.
The new guidelines also enable developers to make cost savings on car
parking. Car parks are a very expensive element of apartment blocks, but
the requirement for them has been
substantially reduced or wholly eliminated in some urban locations.
Previous research by the Business
Post showed that following the implementation of the new design standards
in 2018, the average size of new apartments is set to drop dramatically over
the next decade.
The average sized apartment completed in Dublin in 2019 was 85.42
square metres and 90.52 square metres in 2018, according to data compiled by Passive House Plus magazine.
A Business Post analysis of more than
10,000 new apartments due to be constructed showed the average unit will
drop to 75.08 square metres.
The new apartments being built
might be smaller, but developers argue
these homes will provide high-quality
living.
The majority of apartment blocks
analysed show there will be amenities
associated with luxury accommodation. There will be free gym facilities in
many complexes, co-working spaces,
cinema rooms and concierge facilities.
But will this sway first-time buyers’
sentiment?

First-time buyers’ opinions

ment market was Rebecca Lee, who
works in communications and journalism. She was buying on her own,
and wanted to live close to her family
in Dun Laoghaire.
“I have viewed apartments in
Dún Laoghaire, Shankill, Cabinteely,
Ballybrack and more recently Bray.
After being outbid on at least seven
second-hand apartments and finding
myself outpriced for a new one, I was

exhausted and decided to look further
afield,” she said.
“I enquired about two new twobed apartments, one in Cherrywood
and the other in Leopardstown. One
would have cost €420,000, the other
€430,000. In the end, I went for a
two-bed house in Bray.”
The price point prevented Lee buying an apartment in South County
Dublin. But even if prices were lower,
it wouldn’t make much of a difference
for many first-time buyers, according
to Tony Deane, co-founder of Moovingo, the digital estate agency.
He said Irish clients were typically
uninterested in apartments, and aren’t
keen on duplexes either.
“Whenever we have a duplex to sell,
we tell the owner it could be a little bit
slower. Foreign buyers from eastern
Europe, or places like Barcelona, grew
up in apartments and it doesn’t faze
them to live there, but Irish clients aren’t as interested,” Deane said.
Faye, who works as a TV producer,
moved into her new house with her
partner at Christmas after renting for
15 years. She said the state was pushing people towards apartment living,
but no one was asking prospective
homeowners if they wanted to live in
apartments.
“Apartment living is being pushed
forward as an option, but they’re trying to sell it for the same price. It’s like
they’re selling this European ideal and
saying: ‘We need to relinquish all of
our ideas about needing to have land.’
But really, you’re selling us a small
home for the same price as a house, if
not more.”
The lack of living space and
storage space in apartments
is referenced by most firsttime buyers who spoke
to the Business Post as a
deterrent to apartment
living.
Shane O’Leary, an
advertising executive,
is looking to buy a
house with his wife in
south Dublin. He has
lived in an apartment
for seven years, and
wants the extra space
for a home office.
“Given the pandemic we’re living
through, and the fact
it’s likely we will be
working from home
indefinitely, we need
the extra space of
having a home office,” he said. “At the
moment, for work,
we’re sitting across the
kitchen table from each
other every day.”
Niamh, who works
in marketing, also never
considered an apartment as a
long-term option due to the lack
of space. She has lived in many
apartments, but recently bought a
two-bed terraced house in RathFergal Phillips
farnham.
“Any apartment I’ve lived in

Whenever we have a
duplex to sell, we tell
the owner it could be
a little bit slower

The Business Post surveyed two
dozen first-time buyers for their
opinions on apartment living, and
whether they would consider buying one instead of a house. (While
some agreed to their full names
being used, others asked that we
just use their first names.)
Nicole Casey, who works in finance in Dublin, recently bought
her own house after moving home
to save for a mortgage. She said
she couldn’t rationalise buying an
apartment that cost more than a
house.
“If you have €700,000 or even
€400,000 to drop on an apartment, you could buy a place out
near the coast in Portmarnock
or Malahide instead,” Casey
said. “The prices for the new
apartments don’t add up.
There are plans to build these
homes, but who can afford to
live in them at those prices?”
Several respondents said
they looked into buying
apartments, but they all
eventually bought houses.
Only one first-time buyer interviewed said they bought an
apartment.
Sean Murphy mortgage broker
One first-time buyer who
thoroughly scoped out the apart-

never had proper wardrobes or even
a storage room,” she said. “They were
just so poorly laid out. Ireland doesn’t
have the European apartment living
model where you have proper space
and storage.”
The location of apartments in Dublin’s commuter belt was also noted as
a negative for several first-time buyers.
Mick Byrne, who works in academia,
recently bought a house in north Co
Wicklow. He was very tempted to buy
an apartment due to the price, but the
locations of the ones he looked at were
not ideal.
“I’ve lived in other European countries and I think there are advantages
to living in an apartment, but what
it came down to was that the apartments tended to be in worse locations.
They were outside the town and not
within walking distance of public
transport in the towns.”
Aside from the typical gripes about
space and price, there are other cultural reasons why people in Ireland
don’t take to apartments as longterm
accommodation, according to Lorcan
Sirr of TU Dublin.
“One is the legacy of poor construction,” he said. “We’ve also lowered the
standards and made them smaller. The
way a lot of apartment properties are
run is also why people in Ireland don’t
like apartment living.
“If you become an apartment
owner, you’re involved in an owner
management company. But if you’re a
renter, you’re at the mercy of the owner management company.”
He said improved standards were
required. “Ensuring they are well-built
and managed is also important. If we
don’t do these things, then people will
very understandably flee to where
they can get decent accommodation.
And that is what they have been doing,” he said.
“Lowering standards at the same
time as trying to promote apartment
living are two contradictory positions
to hold. Dublin City Council and the
Department of Housing need to decide if they are on the side of potential
apartment inhabitants, or potential
apartment investors.”

Foreign buyers

The new-build, expensive apartments
may be unaffordable for many typical
first-time buyers in Ireland, but one
potential market for these units could
be foreign buyers.
A large number of this cohort work
in Dublin’s docklands, and earn
six-figure salaries at firms such as
Google, Facebook and TikTok. They
would be able to afford the homes.
A recent report by Owen Reilly, the
estate agent, said many of its European
clients renting in Dublin for several
years now considered the city home

The numbers

117,000

€

salary required to buy two-bed Dublin
city apartment

14%
share of Irish households that earn
€100,000+ a year

89,109

€

combined average income of first-time
buyer

45,000+
approved permissions for Dublin
apartments

and are keen to buy. The document
also noted there was an increase in
transactions by buyers from Britain
and the Middle East
Such an increase in demand, however, is unlikely to account for much
of the apartment supply due to be
delivered. This could mean a lot of the
apartments are sold to funds in bulk,
according to Sirr.
“In 2019, 95 per cent of all apartments were sold to funds. Basing it on
that alone, most of the new ones will
probably be sold into the build-to-rent
sector.”
Apartments in new medium- and
high-rise developments have proved
tricky to lease on the rental market in
recent years. Apartments in city centre
blocks such as Capital Dock, Hanover
Quay and Quayside Quarter have
entered the market at rents between
€1,700 and €4,000 a month.
Real estate commentators have
argued that a new flow of rental properties to the market would result in
rent falling. But many new apartment
complexes in Dublin have not cut rents
despite being largely vacant and sitting
on the market for several years.
Orla Hegarty, an assistant professor in UCD’s School of Architecture,
said the build-to-rent model, which
arrived in Dublin in recent years, has
benchmarked new apartment prices

Apartment cost research:
the methodology
Based on planning permissions
and active sites, Dublin’s apartment market is about to hit record heights in the coming years
if developers proceed to build
the tens of thousands of new
apartments granted planning
permission.
Research by the Business
Post has outlined the projected
costs of 26,000 apartments that
are expected to come onto the
market in the next two to seven
years.
The apartment costs quoted
are based on information supplied to Dublin’s four local authorities for 90 apartment developments that outlined the exact
costs of building each unit.
The prices referenced in this
research include the cost of land
at existing use value, construction costs, including builder
profit, development costs such
as fees, charges, surveys, finance
and Vat at 13.5 per cent.

When developers first submit plans to build housing, they
have to agree to sell or lease a
set number of the homes to the
council for social housing. Developers’ documentation must
include a breakdown of what
each housing unit will cost to acquire or lease. The local authority
then agrees with the developers
to enter a Part V agreement.
The price a local authority is
charged for these units is a very
close indicator of final market
price. Part V homes provided to
councils are only sold at a slight
discount.
These prices charged for Part V
units provide useful insight into
what private market prices for
apartments will be in the next
two to seven years, according to
an agent at a top Irish real estate
firm. “The apartments certainly won’t be priced lower than
they’re being sold to the state,”
he said.

on the basis of the return on 40 to 60
years of market rent, rather than the
basis of a 20-30 year mortgage.
“Effectively, this can double the
value of the apartment as a property
asset,” she said.
“These prices are now baked into
the development model and land purchase price, so any increase in supply
is very unlikely to make these homes
any more affordable. Traditionally,
the new build market was set by the
borrowing ability of first-time buyers,
paid down over their working life. This
is no longer the case, and the expectation now is for them to pay more
for less, and to pay it throughout their
lives, even in retirement.”
She added that sprawl was previously driven by the pull of lower prices
and more space in the commuter belt,
and this may now be accelerated by
the push of high-price, high-rise in the
city, that is affordable to very few.
The high cost of Dublin’s new apartment supply is, for now at least, the
main deterrent putting many firsttime buyers off these homes. But policy-makers and planners like O’Hara in
Dublin City Council are still adamant
that homeowners will need to embrace apartment living in the future.
Mel Reynolds, an architect and
housing expert, said there is a need for
more dense cities and apartment living needs to be embraced, but buyers
and renters need to be presented with
affordable options.
He added that dense developments
can be achieved at an affordable cost
to first-time buyers.
“Since there are so many vested
interests involved in construction, the
debate is polarised,” he said. “Either
you have to go up 40 storeys, or alternately we need to go for low-rise
sprawl. That’s not the case at all.
“The average house size is 158
square metres in Ireland, which is
way bigger than we need. At the same
time, what’s presented as an option is
bedsits to make it affordable. We need
to broaden the debate of what housing
is needed.
“The Goldsmith Street project, a new
award-winning housing project in
London, looks like properties in Stoneybatter, but it’s really high density.
There’s a whole range of high-density,
low-rise types of developments out
there that can be affordable.”

Price and location

The only first-time buyer who spoke
to the Business Post who was ready
to embrace apartment living was
Caitleen Desetti. She is currently sale
agreed on an apartment in Rathfarnham, Dublin 14.
Desetti viewed houses and apartments all over the southside of the city
and after a long search, has opted for a
two-bedroom unit, but it’s not necessarily what she wants to buy.
“Initially, we really wanted a threebed house,” she said. “We would
still prefer a house to an apartment
because we would like a garden to sit
outside in, or for a dog. Unfortunately, we just couldn’t afford a house in
a location we wanted or in a decent
condition.
“The apartment we are buying still
needs to be fixed up, but the houses in the same price range were in
really bad shape. The one appeal of
this apartment over a house was the
location, and it’s close to shops and
amenities.”
Price and location sealed the deal
for Desetti in the end. Sean Murphy,
the mortgage broker, said that more
buyers would opt for apartments if the
price point was right, but that it many
instances, this was not the case.
“In fact, I’m trying to buy myself
at the moment, and I know I don’t
want an apartment,” he said. “My
wife is from Russia and has lived in an
apartment for most of her life, so she
thought we might buy an apartment.
Then the pandemic hit.
“Last summer, we spent a lot of time
sitting in the garden, getting the limited bit of sun we could. Now, the idea
that we would buy a home without a
garden is unthinkable.”
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Government
may push back
indoor dining
by two weeks

Exclusive
Red C poll:
Fine Gael nudge
ahead of Sinn
Féin as voters
back 100%
mica redress

Latest poll
First preference vote intention in %

Fine
Gael
Sinn
Féin

The government is considering a two-week delay to the
reopening of indoor dining in
pubs and restaurants to stave
off the threat of the Delta
variant, the Business Post has
learned.
The planned reopening on
July 5 could be pushed back
until July 19, when international travel is due to resume
on a widespread basis.
Pub and restaurant owners
have reacted with exasperation at the prospect of a further
delay on allowing indoor gatherings, which will leave Ireland
as an outlier in Europe.
However, it is understood
the government believes the
two-week pause on indoor
dining would provide more
time for people in the crucial
60 to 69-year-old age group to
get their second doses of the
AstraZeneca vaccine, thereby
reducing their risk of serious
illness from the Delta variant.
The date of July 19 is now
more likely to be the reopening
date for indoor dining, because
international travel is due to

resume on a widespread basis
on the same day. But no decision is expected to be made by
the cabinet until this Thursday,
which is just four days before
indoor dining was expected
to resume.
The minds of government
ministers will be concentrated by new expert modelling
which shows that the Delta
variant will become dominant
in the coming weeks.
The Irish Epidemiological
Modelling Advisory Group
(IEMAG), which advises
the National Public Health
Emergency Team (Nphet) on
projected case numbers, has
modelled some scenarios predicting the possibility of 1,000
cases a day by the end of July

There are mixed
views in the
government
about whether
to push back the
reopening

if the reopening proceeds as
currently planned.
IEMAG has warned about
the possibility of a fourth
wave, with the Delta variant
likely to become dominant by
mid-July.
There are mixed views in the
government about whether
to push back the reopening,
with some ministers believing
that it would be hard to justify
the decision when the number
of people in hospital and in
intensive care beds remains
at a very low level.
Official figures yesterday
showed eight people in ICU
with Covid-19 and 38 people
in hospital due to the virus.
Government sources said
that Nphet is expected to recommend a delay in the reopening, and that it would be
very difficult at this stage to
ignore public health advice.
But there is a nervousness
within the government that,
even if it decides to delay, there
is no guarantee that Nphet will
agree to a definite reopening
date.
Ireland is already an outlier in Europe in relation to the
outright ban on indoor dining,
and if it pushes reopening back
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Apple revives plan
for €850m data
centre in Athenry

Source

Apple, the technology giant, is
set to make a second attempt to
develop an €850 million data
centre in Athenry, Co Galway.
The US company has submitted a fresh application to
Galway County Council seeking a five-year extension to the
planning permission it was first
awarded in 2016 to develop a
data centre on the 490 acre site
it owns at Derrydonnell.
Planning permission for the
centre is set to expire in September this year and Apple is
seeking to extend planning
approval to 2026, according
to documents seen by the Business Post.
The application by Apple
said the projected upturn in
demand for data processing
and storage facilities “renews
the importance” of the Athenry
development.
“The subject development
will strengthen Ireland’s data
storage facilities while also

providing significant and much
needed investment and employment in Co Galway and
the western region as a whole,”
the application states.
The US technology giant
added that it intended to
identify interested parties to
develop the project who could
“proceed with the consented
works within the relevant time
frames”.
Apple, the world’s largest
technology company, abandoned its original plans to
develop an €850 million data
centre at the Athenry site due
to delays in the Irish planning
process after the project became mired in controversy and
legal challenges.
In April 2019, the Supreme
Court dismissed an appeal by
two local residents who had
challenged An Bord Pleanála’s decision to approve the
development of a data centre
campus.
Apple had already abandoned the project by the time
to page 2

until July 19 there will have
been an eight-week gap since
pubs and restaurants reopened
in the North.
Any delay in reopening will
affect more than 100,000 staff
expected to return to work in
pubs, cafés and restaurants,
according to industry estimates.
Efforts to hire staff and buy
stock ahead of reopening are
already in place with the July
5 date in mind.
Noel Anderson, chairman of
the Licensed Vintners Association, said he believed the decision had already been made
to delay reopening, and that
the government should provide clarity as soon as possible rather than waiting until
Thursday.

to page 2

Dept of Housing officials warned shared
equity scheme would hike house prices
BY KILLIAN WOODS

Internal documents have
revealed that Department of
Housing officials warned that a
shared equity housing scheme
would lead to “inflated house
prices”, and would ultimately
amount to an “incentive” for
developers and “not the purchasers”.
A litany of previously unpublished concerns expressed
by his own department are
likely to add to pressure on
Darragh O'Brien, the Housing Minister, who is currently bringing forward a shared
equity scheme in the new
Affordable Housing Bill.
The issues raised in the documents, obtained under the
Freedom of Information Act
by Eoin Ó Broin, Sinn Féin’s
housing spokesman, are the
latest in a series of severe critiques of plans for the scheme.
The Economic and Social
Research Institute (ESRI), the

Central Bank and the Institute
of Professional Auctioneers
and Valuers have cautioned
the state against putting the
initiative in place, claiming it
will inflate property prices.
The documents show that
a review prepared by the Department of Housing’s own
capital infrastructure and
affordability unit analysed
a shared equity scheme first
mooted by Property Industry
Ireland (PII) in the lead-up to
Budget 2021, and outlined a
series of concerns with any
such proposal.
The lobbyist group suggested
that Ireland should introduce
a scheme initiative similar to
that in Britain, to help buyers
bridge the gap between the
amount they can borrow and
the surging market prices for
starter homes.
Officials in the Department
of Housing said the plan would
allow people to buy more expensive houses than they can

currently afford, but that it did
not address the future implications of this.
“It seems quite obvious,
although it is not stated, the
builders will only increase
supply if they can get more
for what they build. It is the
builders who are receiving the
incentive, not the purchasers,”
the review said.
It added that the assertion
by the property lobbyists that
prices would not rise needed
further analysis and “should,
perhaps, be treated purely as a
claim, rather than a fact”.
The review also said: “There
is no analysis as to how and
why build costs have increased
so much over time. This might
be a better place to begin a discussion on house prices.”
Additional notes were attached directly to the PII document that made observations
on the shared equity proposal.
The comments by department officials said the state
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and the citizen “assume the
risk, not the developer or financial institution” and the
shared equity scheme could
lead to house price inflation
in a small cohort of the market, such as modest new build
homes.
"How do we believe this
won’t lead to house price inflation in a small cohort of the
market?” it said. "How can this
not lead to inflation?“
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Ó Broin said that the newly-revealed internal departmental analysis showed that
the scheme was “reckless” and
O’Brien should withdraw it as
a matter of urgency.
“Senior officials in the department say that there are real
dangers in this scheme and
despite all of that the minister
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Bulk-buying
funds leasing to
state exempt from
10% stamp duty

Company Watch
The Numbers

€4.2bn
The amount AIB paid for
Ulster Bank’s corporate and
commercial loans

97.6%

Amendment to bill facilitates bulk-buying
and renting to local authorities by institutional
investors, despite Eurostat warning
BY KILLIAN WOODS

Institutional funds bulk buying homes to lease to the state
will avoid the new 10 per cent
rate of stamp duty that was
introduced to stop such investors buying up houses ahead
of first-time buyers.
The new exemption raises questions over whether
the government’s move to
limit the ability of funds to
bulk-purchase houses will ultimately discourage investors
from buying homes ahead of
owner-occupiers.
The decision to waive
the higher 10 per cent of
stamp duty rate for funds
that bulk-purchase homes
to lease to the state directly
contradicts comments made
by Taoiseach Micheál Martin
in the Dáil in May, who said
the state should not be leasing
homes from funds.
“Let that message go out
loud and clear from government. No local authority
should be on the other side of
this, engaging in a long lease
with these institutional investors,” Martin said.
“A limited degree of leasing has some importance,
but leasing over the long term
does not represent great value
for money.”
Eoin Ó Broin, the Sinn Féin
housing spokesman, said the
stamp duty exemption for
funds leasing to the state will
drive more of this activity into
Ireland.
Records released to the
Business Post under freedom of
information rules have shown
that Paschal Donohoe, the Finance Minister, was recently
advised that 75 per cent of
funds in Ireland “are banking
on” leasing homes they bulk
purchase to the Irish state for
social housing.
A spokesman for the Department of Housing confirmed an amendment to
the Committee Stage of the

Finance (Covid-19 and Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill
2021 has been proposed that
would grant an exemption on
recent increases to stamp duty
to social housing units delivered through leasing.
Earlier this year, the government was under intense
pressure to introduce a new
residential stamp duty rate
after the Business Post revealed, over a series of reports,
how institutional funds were
bulk-buying homes in large
swathes in new-build housing
estates in the capital and its
commuter belt.
The Taoiseach said the
bulk-purchase of housing
estates by institutional investors was “unacceptable”, and
that first-time buyers should
not be competing with these
funds for homes.
In response, the government introduced, on May 20, a
new stamp duty rate of 10 per
cent that applies to purchases of more than 10 houses.
Apartments are exempt from
the new measure.
Speaking in the Dáil yesterday, Ossian Smyth, Minister of State at the Department of Public Expenditure
and Reform, said the stamp
duty exemption was being
introduced on the advice of
Darragh O'Brien, the Minister
for Housing,
“On the advice of the Minister for Housing Local Government and Heritage, to introduce an amendment on
committee stage to facilitate

Leasing over the
long term does
not represent
great value for
money

an exemption from the 10 per
cent stamp duty charge in circumstances where houses are
bought by investors for leasing
to local authorities.”
Ó Broin said local authorities should not be entering
into long-term leases with
investment funds who have
bulk-bought family homes.
“These leases are bad for
the taxpayer, bad for social
housing tenants and bad for
prospective first-time buyers. It is incredible that in May
the Taoiseach is stating that
councils should not be engaging in these kind of longterm leases while at the same
time his Minister for Housing,
Darragh O’Brien, is requesting
an exemption for such funds
from stamp duty increases
designed to stop this very
practice.”
Last month, it was revealed
by this newspaper that the
government was warned
by a European Commission
agency that bulk leasing social
homes significantly favours
institutional funds and leaves
councils with no “substantial
economic benefits”.
Eurostat said the practice of
leasing social homes, as opposed to buying them outright, has almost completely
de-risked development costs
and funds “enjoy most of the
rewards” of the deals. It added
councils assume nearly all of
the risk in the leases, but ultimately own no asset at the
end of the deal.
One development industry
source told the Business Post
that social housing lease deals
are like “government bonds
on steroids” due to the return
on investment over a 25-year
lease.
Despite the issues raised by
Eurostat, the state has pressed
ahead with plans to bulk lease
social homes at 95 per cent
market rent for 25-year periods, as opposed to buying
units outright.

The par value percentage AIB
paid for the loan book

280

The number of Ulster Bank
staff who will move with the
loans to AIB

Colin Hunt, chief executive
of AIB, has enjoyed a fruitful
fortnight
Fergal Phillips

Handy hat-trick for Hunt as AIB
goes from strength to strength
BY PETER O'DWYER

When Colin Hunt was initially announced as the new
chief executive at Allied Irish
Banks in late 2018, his nous as
a dealmaker was among the
traits said to have secured him
the top role.
Since he took the reins in
March of the following year,
those credentials have been
underscored by the completion of a hat-trick of high-profile deals, all of which have
been pushed over the line in
the past fortnight.
First came the approval of
the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC) last Friday week
of AIB’s €138 million acquisition of Goodbody Stockbrokers.
Hunt, a former chief executive at Goodbody, had been
keen to bring the company
back under AIB ownership
after two separate bids from
China in recent years failed to
land the stockbroker.
Goodbody had been part of
the AIB Group for 21 years prior to the financial crash, when

it was forced to offload the
business for just €24 million.
While the purchase price is
many multiples of what it was
sold for years ago, AIB with
Hunt at the helm is keen to diversify its revenue base in an
era of chronically low interest
rates and onerous capital requirements, particularly for
banks in this country.
The acquisition will make
a modest contribution to
AIB’s bottom line in its first
year back under the bank’s
ownership, but with north
of €70 million in revenue
recorded last year, the deal
offers plenty of upside over
the coming years.
Another deal that fell into
place in recent weeks is the
bank’s 50-50 joint venture
with Canada Life, a subsidiary of Great West Lifeco.
Through the tie-up, AIB will
be able to expand its offering
to customers by providing life
protection, pensions, savings
and investment options. Hunt
has often outlined his desire to
offer a greater array of products to AIB’s customers.
In an unwelcome mixture

of different industry jargon,
the bank recently noted that
the “greenfield” (read: new)
nature of the joint venture
would bring with it initial
costs that would limit the degree to which it added to the
bottom line in the short-term.
The bank has put this at €90
million to cover set-up costs
and the capital requirements.
Over the medium term,
however, AIB has said it expects the JV to make a “meaningful financial contribution”
and it, again, offers a route
to diversifying its revenue
stream through commissions.
We’ll probably learn more
about the contribution AIB
is hoping the deal can make
when it reports half-year
results in early August, but
analysts expect it to add significantly to fee income and to
the lender's return on equity
over the medium-term.
Prior to his appearance before the Oireachtas Finance
Committee last week – where
the questioning was notably
cooler than sessions over recent years, when the tracker
mortgage scandal dominated

the agenda – Hunt was further buoyed on Monday by
the landing of €4.2 billion of
Ulster Bank’s corporate and
commercial loans.
Having entered into a
memorandum of understanding (MoU) with NatWest
(Ulster’s parent company) in
February, the swift conclusion
of the deal offered another
shot in the arm to AIB.
The loan book, acquired for
97.6 per cent of its par value,
will be transferred over the
next 12 to 18 months. Some
280 Ulster Bank staff will also
move with the loans, adding
about €30 million to AIB’s
cost base, which it has been
fastidiously chopping away
at recently.
The acquisition will add
what the bank referred to as
“incremental fee income”, as
well as €100 million in net
interest income. The deal was
the cornerstone of Hunt’s income diversification strategy.
All of this matters not only
for AIB, but for the taxpayer,
which retains a majority 71
per cent interest in the lender.
As Paschal Donohoe, the

Minister for Finance, has
restarted the government’s
efforts to unwind the state’s
banking interests with the
sale of part of its Bank of Ireland holding, a sale of AIB
shares looks likely over the
coming years.
Donohoe last week told
reporters he had no plans to
offload more of AIB at present.
A successful sale of Bank of
Ireland shares over the coming months would surely entice Donohoe into selling off
the remainder of the state’s
14 per cent stake and exiting
at least one of its banking investments soon after though.
In that scenario, AIB’s value, which remains far below
2017 levels, could be bolstered by a successful Bank
of Ireland sales process, an
improving domestic economy
and the bank’s string of recent
acquisitions and deals.
As Donohoe found out after
the 2017 IPO, such windows
of opportunity can close
fast and circumstances can
change profoundly thereafter.
He will surely be keen not to
miss another one.

Judge wants review of ‘systemic’ delays in planning challenges
BY LORCAN ALLEN

A High Court judge has called
for an overhaul of the judicial
review system to address what
he termed “systemic” delays
in resolving legal challenges
against planning decisions.
In his ruling on An Taisce’s
application to appeal the result of a judicial review against
An Bord Pleanála’s decision to
grant planning permission for
a large cheese plant, Mr Justice
Richard Humphreys said the
current system did not deliver the “urgency” required to
expedite planning challenges
through the courts.
“The problem of delay is
primarily systemic in nature.
From time to time various
ideas are suggested as to how
such cases can be speeded
up, but experience suggests
that some of these ideas can

in practice have the opposite
effect to that intended,” Judge
Humphreys said in his ruling.
The High Court judge made
the comments after he dismissed an application by An
Taisce, the heritage body,
seeking to appeal the result of
a recent judicial review taken
against the decision to award
planning to Glanbia Ireland
for a €150 million continental
cheese plant in Belview, Co
Kilkenny.
Glanbia Ireland was first
awarded planning permission
by Kilkenny County Council
for the Belview cheese plant
in November 2019. An Taisce
lodged an appeal against
that decision with An Bord
Pleanála the following month.
The planning authority
granted planning permission
for the cheese plant in June
2020, after which An Taisce

then lodged papers for a judicial review into the decision.
The judicial review was
heard in March this year, with
Judge Humphreys handing
down his decision to uphold
An Bord Pleanála’s decision to
award planning in April.
As part of that decision,
Judge Humphreys said An
Taisce’s real grievance was
with government policy on
climate change and the environment and not with the
planning code. However, the
environmental NGO then
sought leave to appeal this
decision, which Judge Humphreys dismissed on Friday.
An Taisce now has 21 days
to decide if it will go to the
Supreme Court to bring a final challenge to the planning
decision.
The group opposes the
decision to award planning

for the cheese plant on the
grounds that An Bord Pleanála
had failed to take into account
the full environmental and
climate impact of the proposed new plant.
The Belview cheese plant is
a joint venture between Glanbia Ireland, a farmer-owned
dairy processor, and Royal
A-ware, a privately owned
Dutch dairy company, which
will manufacture a range of
continental-style cheeses
such as Gouda and Edam and
will have capacity to process
450 million litres of milk per
annum.
While the facility is needed
to process the increased milk
supply from Glanbia farmers
since the end of EU milk quotas in 2015, it is also intended
as a Brexit mitigation project
as it will allow Glanbia Ireland to make cheeses other

than cheddar, which is not
widely consumed in European markets.
“We are committed to
bringing this project to fruition with our partners, Royal
A-ware. This project, which
is line with government policy, is critical to our market
diversification post-Brexit,
will support rural Ireland’s
post-Covid recovery and is of
huge importance to the 4,500
farm families supplying milk
to Glanbia Ireland,” Jim Bergin, chief executive of Glanbia
Ireland, said.
Dr Conor Norton, president
of the Irish Planning Institute
and a lecturer on planning
at Technological University Dublin, welcomed Judge
Humphreys’ comments on
planning reforms.
“[Judge Humphreys’s]
comments on Friday are

welcome in the sense that
the planning profession has
been calling for dialogue on
the current judicial process
for a long time. We’re also
supportive of the recent
confirmation that the Attorney General will undertake a
review of the planning process,” Norton said.
“Judicial review is an important part of our justice
system. But it’s not meant
to be part of our planning
system. Nobody is suggesting judicial reviews should
be stopped, but alarm bells
have been ringing since the
number of judicial reviews
lodged in the courts surged
70 per cent in 2017 and
2018.
“The fast-track system for
strategic housing developments expires in 2022 and I
think that will also help take

Jim Bergin, chief executive
of Glanbia Ireland

a lot of the pressure off the
judicial review process.”
Figures obtained by the
Business Post show that a total of 283 judicial review
challenges listing An Bord
Pleanála as a notice party were brought before the
High Court between 2016 and
2020.
The number of such challenges against decisions made
by the planning board has
doubled in recent years,
with almost 100 judicial review challenges brought before the
High Court last year
alone. So far in 2021, 47
challenges have been taken. Many of these relate to
strategic infrastructure developments, wind farms,
transport, strategic housing developments and key
utility infrastructure.
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State plan to lease 2,400 homes from
funds is set to cost almost €1 billion
New records show the government
has little or no idea of the scale
of activity being engaged in by
institutional funds in this country
BY KILLIAN WOODS

The government’s plan to
lease 2,400 homes from
institutional funds this year
will cost close to €1 billion in
total over the 25-year term
of the deals, the Business Post
can reveal.
Last week, Darragh
O’Brien, the Minister for
Housing and his government
colleagues came under pressure regarding a last-minute stamp duty exemption
brought forward for funds
that bulk-buy homes to
lease to the state for social
housing.
Defending the move, Taoiseach Micheál Martin said
it was necessary, as plans to
lease 2,400 social housing
units this year would be at
risk if no stamp duty exemption was put in place.
Martin has previously described the bulk purchase
of housing estates by institutional investors as “unacceptable” and has said
state should not be renting
homes on a long-term basis
from funds involved in this
practice.
He has since said that
while he would like this
practice to end in the long
term, families on the housing list could lose out if the
government “turn[ed] of the
tap immediately”. He said
the state would “transition to
different models” including
one where it would end up
owning leased properties.
The Taoiseach’s latest remarks have also revealed
the extent to which the
state is increasing its reliance on leasing homes for
social housing. Last year,

1,440 social homes were
delivered through leasing
programmes.
New figures provided to
the Business Post by the Department of Housing have
shown that the state will
spend nearly €1 billion in
rent on the 2,400 homes due
to be leased this year. Once
the 25-year lease period is
over, they will ultimately not
own the homes at the end of
the tenure.
In the first quarter of this
year, the state entered deals
to lease 284 homes on a longterm basis from investors at
an average rent of €15,073
per unit annually for 25
years.
These 284 homes will cost
more than €107 million, or
€376,825 per unit, over the
lifetime of the lease deal. As
similar deals are likely to be
involved in the case of the
other 2,100 homes, the full
amount in leasing cost will
be almost €1 billion.
Eoin Ó Broin, the Sinn Féin
housing spokesman, said it
appeared the state now had
a “dangerous and growing
reliance on long-term leases
to provide social housing”.
He added that leasing
homes for social housing
provided “a lack of clarity
for families” who ultimately
live in these units because
they can be evicted after 25
years.
“The exemption could also
undermine local authorities'
ability to purchase homes as
turnkey if they now end up
competing with funds who
want to buy the homes to
lease back to the state,” Ó
Broin said.
The new insight into the

Ministers in scramble to
secure July 19 reopening
FROM PAGE 1

One potential solution that
may be brought to government is to allow unvaccinated
children eat inside with their
parents if a two-metre distance is maintained between
their table and others, albeit
many businesses favour a total “collapsing” of social distancing requirements if only
vaccinated and naturally immune customers are allowed

sit inside.
Eoghan O’Mara Walsh,
chief executive of the Irish
Tourism Industry Confederation (ITIC), told the Business
Post that officials had assured
tourism operators that an
“equivalent recognition” of
US and British vaccine certs
to allow tourists dine indoors
using the vaccine certificates
they used to enter the country.
Political sources said work
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true cost of leasing homes
for social housing has come
as the Business Post further
reveals the new policy to
clampdown on funds was
largely informed by data
provided by property sector lobbyists and residential
consultants.
A vast tranche of new
records, released to this
newspaper under freedom
of information laws, shows
the moves in May to clampdown on funds was pushed
through with limited insight
into the activity of investors
in Ireland’s residential market.
Over a 16-day period in
May, Paschal Donohoe, the
Finance Minister, was sent a
large volume of correspondence and reports on the activity of institutional funds in
Ireland as the government
got to grips with the contro-

Eoin Ó Broin of
Sinn Féin said
it appeared the
state now had
a ‘dangerous
and growing
reliance on
long-term
leases to
provide social
housing’

versy over the bulk-buying
of houses.
It was sparked by a report in the Business Post on
May 2, which revealed that
Round Hill Capital, a global
property investment firm
with a €1 billion war chest,
had pushed out first-time
buyers by purchasing most
of a 170-home estate in the
commuter belt.
This led the government
to introduce a new stamp
duty rate of 10 per cent that
applies to purchases of more
than 10 houses. Apartments
are exempt from the new
measure.
The documents show top
civil servants warned that
the state collects a minimal
amount of data on the activity of institutional funds
and cannot quantify how
many homes are owned by
large investment groups in

was under way to ensure
this would be part of the final system. It comes as Aer
Lingus and Ryanair have this
weekend criticised the government’s handling of the EU
Digital Covid Certificate.
International travel is set
to resume on July 19, but Ireland will only begin to provide
people with their certificates
from tomorrow. A spokeswoman for Aer Lingus said
this had created confusion
and uncertainty for travellers,
and a Ryanair spokesman said
Ireland was “Paddy last” and
an outlier in Europe in relation
to international travel.
In relation to indoor hospitality reopening, discussions
have also been held around
the treatment of Irish citizens vaccinated in Northern
Ireland or Britain in an effort
to ensure they are allowed
access to indoor dining and
drinking.
The issue as to whether a
“sunset clause” would apply
whereby the vaccine pass
system would lapse once a
specific proportion of the

population was vaccinated
remains unsolved too.
Sources said the matter was
raised in meetings with the
government last week, but
had been referred to the Department of Health for consideration.
One source pointed to comments made by Tony Holohan, the chief medical officer,
where he said that without a
vaccine pass system indoor
hospitality would probably
have been kept shut until “the
end of September or beyond”
as a potential indication of a
date by which the system
could fall away.
Sources indicated that proposals for the use of antigen
testing to complement the
vaccine pass system had been
dropped for now, due to concerns regarding the availability of tests in rural areas, and
uncertainty over who would
shoulder the cost of such tests.
Another source said there
was an urgency in getting
businesses open again, and
the antigen testing system
would not have been ready

in time for the resumption of
indoor hospitality later this
month.
Antigen tests are used in
conjunction with similar systems in other EU countries.
The Department of Enterprise
is understood to have requested Irish embassies in various
EU countries to report back to
government on systems in use
across the continent which
have facilitated indoor dining.
An expert advisory group
on antigen testing, chaired by
Dr Mary Horgan, professor of
infectious diseases and a consultant at University College
Cork, has been established to
advise government departments.
Horgan last week said rapid
testing should be considered
“an additional layer to the existing measures that protect
us, such as vaccination, PCR
testing, facemasks, contact
tracing and social distancing”.
The ten-member group will
be required to support the
development of a platform
to which test results can be
uploaded.

this country.
In the absence of
state-captured data, the
records show state officials
significantly relied on information and “estimated”
figures provided by property
industry lobbyists, including
Irish Institutional Property
(IIP), and residential sector
consultants to inform the
new policy to crack down on
funds bulk-buying homes.
An unpublished report
compiled by senior officials
in the Department of Finance admitted that an unquantifiable, but estimated
to be significant, amount of
institutional funds’ activity
in Ireland’s residential market was not being tracked by
any state agency.
Some of the top advisers
in the Department of Finance said potentially half
of the activity of funds in

Ireland was not captured by
the Central Statistics Office
(CSO) because many institutional investors are not registering stamp duty events,
since they are not required
to do so under Irish law.
State officials noted that
CSO data showed that
non-household buyers
based outside of Ireland
purchased a net 1.5 per
cent of all transacted units
in 2019, but the same report
acknowledged that this data
under represented the true
activity of funds in Ireland.
“CSO data on housing
transactions are compiled
from stamp duty returns
and are unable to account
for forward-funding to a developer to build stock,” the
state report said.
The document said that
while CSO figures do not
capture the level of forward

Take radical action on housing
or face wipeout, Martin warned
FROM PAGE 1

“I don’t think we are a million miles away from that. It
is not today, tomorrow or
Christmas, but people are
uninterested in us.”
Responding to O’Callaghan’s comments that Fianna Fáil didn’t understand the
scale of the housing problem,
Lahart said the Housing For
All strategy would be instrumental in deciding that.
“I think a lot of the measures we have introduced so
far and that we are introducing show an appreciation of
the scale of what faces us. But
the urgency and the crisis element of it, I’m not certain
about that,” he said.
“I think there have been a
lot of measures, but there is
an urgency and crisis with a
capital C. Housing For All will
address a lot of the measures
that are needed, but actually
getting houses built quickly,
that is still at crisis point.“

Lahart said Fianna Fáil was
much more radical and left of
centre on housing policy than
Fine Gael.
“There is legacy housing
policy, some of which we are
trying to wind down, such as
co-living and strategic housing developments,” he said.
“They are being wound down
from October but the damage, in my view, is already
done.”
James Lawless, Fianna Fáil
TD for Kildare North, cautioned against reading too
much into one by-election,
but said it did confirm a wider
trend of Fianna Fáil being low
in the polls.
“We need to get good at
doing politics again,” he said.
“There’s no doubt that the
Taoiseach and government
ministers are working hard,
and they are doing the right
thing, but we as a party seem
to have lost the knack of being
political.

commit transactions in the
market, these transactions
by institutional investors
are “estimated to represent
approximately 54 per cent
of residential transactions
by investors in 2020”. The
estimate cited was sourced
from CBRE, the property
consultancy.
A spokesman for the CSO
confirmed the agency was
only tracking stamp duty
events and had no grasp of
the extent to which funds
are forward-financing or
forward=-purchasing developments that they are
not constructing.
Separately, data compiled
by CBRE that said institutional investors owned approximately 15,500 properties
in Ireland was consistently
referenced by department
officials as the only metric
available to demonstrate
how many units in Ireland
are controlled by funds.
When asked to quantify
how many homes are controlled by institutional funds
in Ireland, a spokesman for
the Department of Finance
confirmed the state did not
have such data.
“While, as noted, we are
not aware of any official
source for the data, according to CBRE at the end of
2020, institutional investors
owned approximately 15,500
properties in Ireland. This
would represent less than 1
per cent of the total housing
stock,” he said.
The Department of Finance was asked to clarify
if any measures were being
taken to address the lack of
state-collected data on funds
activity in Ireland.
A spokeswoman for the
department said data on
the activity of institutional
investment funds was captured in other ways through
annual tax returns filed by
Irish Real Estate Funds (Irefs)
and Real Estate Investment
Trusts (Reits).

“It is one thing to govern
and make tough decisions,
but at some stage you need
to get re-elected. We need to
get out and sell it more and
sell it better.”
Asked when Micheál Martin should step down as leader
of the party, Lawless said the
end of his time as Taoiseach
would be an appropriate time
to consider the party leadership.
“The right time to look at
the leadership issue is when
the transition takes place at
the end of next year. It makes
sense to regroup and refocus
and look at our entire offering
before we approach the next
general election, but that is
not for a while yet.”
Under the coalition deal
with Fine Gael, Martin is due
to become Tánaiste when he
steps down to allow Varadkar become Taoiseach in
December 2022. However, if
Martin were to also leave the
leadership of his party any
new leader would want the
Tánaiste role.
Full analysis: pages 14-15

O’Brien welcomes new plan to sell Mullen Park
homes to individual buyers
A plan to sell 115 houses to a global investment fund has been called off

Michael Brennan
Political Editor
@obraonain

15th July, 2021

The planned sale of 115 homes in the Mullen Park estate to Round Hill Capital, a global investment ﬁrm,
caused a political furore when it was reported by the Business Post last May. Picture: Colin Keegan/Collins
Dublin
Darragh O’Brien has welcomed a decision to sell the homes in the Mullen Park estate in Maynooth to
individual buyers.
The planned sale of 115 three and four-bedroom houses in the estate to Round Hill Capital, a global
investment ﬁrm, caused a political furore when it was reported by the Business Post last May.
It led to the government bringing in new legislation to impose a higher stamp duty charge of 10 per cent on
investment funds if they bought up ten or more houses in housing estates.

The Minister for Housing welcomed the news that the homes in the Mullen Park estate were now going to be
put on the market rather than sold to Round Hill Capital.
“I’ve been very clear that funds snapping up homes where there is a clear demand from buyers and no viability
issues is totally unacceptable so I’m pleased to hear that homes in Mullen Park, Maynooth, will now be sold
only to owner occupiers and not to an institutional investment fund,” he said on Twitter.
The planned sale of the homes by Keltston Properties to Round Hil Capital may have attracted the higher 10
per cent stamp duty rate, if the legal sale documents had not been completed before the new legislation came
into force.
O’Brien said that he had heard the frustration people had expressed about the issue “loud and clear.”
“I got it and we did take action. We increased stamp duty and we've prohibited bulk buying of houses and
duplexes in new planning guidelines. I’m acutely aware of our housing crisis,” he said.
The Mullen Park website shows that the selling agent for the homes is now Hooke and McDonald. The Irish
Times has reported that 115 three and four-bedroom houses will now be put on the market again, with another
20 homes going to Kildare County council under the Part V provisions of the Planning and Development Act.
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Insurers dismiss
watchdog’s
allegations
of cartel-like
behaviour

Axa and AIG have rejected the Competition and
Consumer Protection Commission’s preliminary
findings that seven insurance bodies engaged in
‘anti-competitive cooperation’
BY PETER O’DWYER

Two of the country’s largest
insurers have rejected preliminary findings made by the
state competition watchdog
as part of a four-year investigation into alleged cartel-like
behaviour.
The Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC) issued preliminary findings which alleged
that seven insurance bodies,
including Axa and AIG, engaged in “anti-competitive
cooperation” including price
signalling over a 21-month
period.
The alleged anti-competitive cooperation included
insurers making public announcements of future motor
premium rises as well as other
contacts between competitors, all of which reduced
levels of competition in the
market.
Both Axa and AIG last
week publicly rejected the
preliminary findings, however. Appearing before the
Oireachtas finance committee, Aidan Connaughton,
the general manager of AIG
in Ireland, said he had seen
no evidence to support the
CCPC’s findings.
“We have engaged fully

with the CCPC throughout
this whole investigation,
which commenced back in
2016, and will continue to fully cooperate with the CCPC,”
he said. “We haven’t seen any
evidence of coordination or
collusion between AIG and
other insurers in the private
motor insurance sector over
the course of 2016 and 2017.
“AIG provided the CCPC
with a lot of documentation
– a significant amount of
documentation in the context of that investigation and a
number of relevant staff were
interviewed.”
Asked by Pearse Doherty,
the Sinn Féin finance spokesman, if he was rejecting the
CCPC’s findings, Connaughton said: “We absolutely have
not seen any evidence of collusion between AIG and any
other insurers and we’re engaging fully with the CCPC.”
Philip Bradley, the chief executive of Axa Ireland, said
his company had complied
with competition law at all
times and added that “at no
point” did it “make any public
statements on future pricing”.
Asked about the CCPC’s
finding that insurers had been
in contact with each other privately, Bradley said Axa had
“no evidence of that” either.

“This is an ongoing investigation, all I can speak for
is Axa’s position so I’m very
constrained with what I can
say,” he added.
The insurers’ appearance
continued a series of meetings between industry representatives and committee
members covering issues including the effect of recently
introduced personal injury
guidelines and the practice of
insurers deducting the value
of state supports from awards
made to policyholders.
Connaughton told the committee Axa planned to deduct
the value of government supports linked to the pandemic
“because that is the basis on
which the policy was written
and the risk insured”.
The company said its product was consistent with the
insurance principle which
holds that payouts should
leave customers neither better
nor worse off than they were
pre-loss.
It argued that its insurance
cover was “specifically designed” to incorporate deductions such as state supports “to
reflect the mitigating actions
that policyholders have made
to reduce the scale of financial losses which they have
suffered”.

Richard Barrett, founder
of Bartra Capital Property
Group
Fergal Phillips

Aran Candy founder takes
Bartra plan objection to court
BY RÓISÍN BURKE

Peter Cullen, who co-founded confectionery company
Aran Candy, is taking legal
action against Bartra Capital
over plans to develop a site
near his Dalkey home, court
records show.
Bartra, the company owned
by developer Richard Barrett,
have plans to develop the site
on Ulverton Road in south Co
Dublin into a 104-bedroom
care home. They already have
planning permission for 18
apartments and six houses
on the same 1.4 acre plot.
Earlier this year, more than
30 Dalkey residents, including Pat Kenny, the Newstalk
broadcaster, successfully opposed a planning application
by Bartra to Dún Laoghaire
Rathdown County Council
for the nursing home.
Bartra has since lodged a
new application for the facility with the council. As part of
its new application, Patricia
Thornton of Thornton O’Connor Town Planning, Bartra’s

planning consultant, has said
the development would have
“no material impact on neighbouring residential amenity”.
It “cannot be considered to
be overbearing, over-scaled or
to cause material overlooking”
she said, adding it would be
“the highest quality design
which will provide an attractive insertion into the landscape and will provide a key
facility for the community”.
Cullen and his wife, Kerri,
who could not be contacted
last week, have lodged
proceedings with the
High Court against
two Bartra companies in relation to the
proposed development.
The couple live
nearby and have
previously objected
to residential development plans at
Ulverton Road, local
planning authority
files show, on grounds
of “overdevelopment”
that they said was out

of keeping with the design of
other properties on the road.
Mike Flannery, chief executive of Bartra, said that as
Ulverton Road was the subject
of a live planning application,
Bartra could not comment so
as not to prejudice any legal
proceedings or statutory de-

terminations.
In their original objection
to the first proposals for the
nursing home, Pat Kenny and
his wife Kathy described the
development as being akin to
“attempting to stuff an Ugly
Sister’s foot into Cinderella’s
delicate slipper”.
The Kennys said that if the
nursing home was permitted it
would “detrimentally impact”
their home, which adjoins the
site. They argued the proposal
“would also set a precedent
that could ultimately seriously
damage the character of the
area”.
The Kennys stated that
“this proposal inserts
a monolithic concrete
structure effectively in
the middle of back gardens of current residents
adjoining the site”.
They said it was their
view that Bartra had
“bought a challenging
Pat and Kathy Kenny
RollingNews.ie

and problematic site, which
requires sensitive and creative
treatment”.
“The development proposed
would utterly change the character of the neighbourhood, by
inserting what is effectively
a large commercially driven five-storey project into a
two-storey domestic housing
environment,” they said.
In its comprehensive refusal
of the original nursing home
plan, the council ruled that the
scheme would depreciate the
value of property in the vicinity, and set an undesirable
precedent for similar development in the area.
The council also ruled that
due to the massing, scale and
design of the proposal, it would
have an adverse impact on the
residential amenity of adjacent
properties due to overlooking
and its overbearing appearance.
The council’s grounds for
refusal echoed many of the
grounds of objection made by
the Kennys during the course
of their 15 page objection.

Councils log €300 million of
prime housing land lying idle
BY KILLIAN WOODS AND
SARAH TAAFFE-MAGUIRE

SUNDAY, JUNE 6

Vacant lands worth more
than €300 million, which
could be used for thousands
of new homes, have been
identified by local authorities,
according to records released
to the Business Post.
Nineteen local authorities
have added 224 pieces of
idle land, which are prime
for housing developments,
to their respective vacant site
registers. The sites are a mix
of both publicly and privately
owned lands.
The records released to
the Business Post following
a freedom of information request showed that the vacant
sites identified by councils are
valued at a collective €308.5

million.
However, the true value of
vacant property is expected
to be far higher since 12 of
the local authorities have not
gathered a list of any vacant
sites in their respective regions.
Local authorities have
been required to maintain
a register of vacant sites in
their jurisdictions since 2017,
when measures to penalise
owners of vacant lands came
into effect.
The vacant site levy was
introduced to encourage
owners to either develop or
sell their property.
The penalty started as a 3
per cent levy on the value of
the land, due at the beginning
of each year.
The rate rose to 7 per cent

as of January 2020.
Earlier this year, Darragh
O’Brien, the housing minister,
requested each local authority to provide a progress report
on their vacant site registers.
The request was made following anecdotal reports that
local authorities were having
difficulty imposing penalties
on the owners of sites identified as vacant.
O’Brien is reported to have
told the Fine Gael parliamentary party recently that the
current vacant site levy is
ineffective and needs to be
revisited.
Previous reports published
by the Parliamentary Budget Office and the National
Economic and Social Council
have shown the vacant site
register to be ineffective in

its current format.
A European Commission
report also observed that the
penalty to prevent the hoarding of undeveloped land has
had minimal effect.
It said that local authorities in Ireland have found it
difficult to interpret the new
law and identify vacant sites.
A recent Business Post
investigation showed that
15 of the 31 local authorities required to maintain a
vacant site register were not
in a position to collect the
levy.
In the progress reports provided to the Department of
Housing by local authorities,
several councils said a lack of
manpower was behind poor
collection of levies to date.

Maker of anti-Covid medicine
moves head office to Ireland
BY RÓISÍN BURKE
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AiPharma, which makes a
medication that combats mild
to moderate coronavirus, is
relocating its headquarters
to Ireland and plans to set up
a manufacturing operation
here.
The company is investing
€25 million and locating an
initial 120 mainly high-skill
jobs here as part of its life
science research and development plans. It has also
raised investment from Irish
investors.
“The first thing we are going
to do is look for a senior team
of local people in Ireland,”
Alex Gadotti, AiPharma’s
chief financial officer, said.
Formerly located in Dubai,
it is moving its global head
office to Ireland to avail of the
favourable regulatory environment and large pharma
sector ecosystem here, as
well as access to the country’s universities. The company intends to manufacture

medication for the European
market from an Irish based
manufacturing operation.
Its key medication is Avigan, an antiviral treatment for
Covid-19, that can alleviate
symptoms in mild to moderate cases and is being tested
for its impact on transmission.
“It also shortens the symptoms that can infect people
by some days,” Gadotti said.
Although the virus
is abating in most
parts of the world,
preparedness for
future pandemics
is key, he said.
“In any pandemic you always need to
Mary
O’Brien is
moving
with
AiPharma
from Dubai
Fergal
Phillips

think, what is next. It’s impossible to eradicate a virus
completely – vaccines and
therapy go hand in hand.
Once you have the big plug
of the vaccine you need the
antivirals to put out smaller
fires,” he said.
Mary O’Brien, the
co-founder of the former Irish
medtech company Videodoc
is working with the venture
and is relocating from
Dubai to Dublin to be
part of the team here.
“We want to position
Avigan as a first line
of defence for people
who have tested positive for Covid-19
but whose
symptoms are
not severe
enough for
hospitalisation, where
they can
be treated
in an outpatient
setting,”

O’Brien said.
“We have raised funds with
investors in the Irish community in the past few months,”
Gadotti said, “and will raise
more funds in Ireland.”
Avigan is approved in several countries for treatment
of Covid-19 including India,
which is currently in the eye
of a pandemic storm, Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand.
In the past seven months,
over 11 million Avigan tablets
have been purchased, generating close to €30 million in
revenues.
In a separate deal with
Japanese conglomerate Fuji’s
chemical division, the government in Japan has also
recently stockpiled a further
65 million tablets.
The current main target
markets are the US and Europe, Gadotti said. A phase 3
clinical trial is being carried
out in the US and Canada. AiPharma has offices in Boston,
Dubai, Tokyo, Singapore and
Hong Kong.
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EU proposes
end to tax
exemption
for jet fuel
BY DANIEL MURRAY

An end to the long-standing
tax exemption for aviation fuel
is to be proposed by the European Commission as part of a
major overhaul to the bloc’s
energy taxation directive this
July, the Business Post can reveal.
The news, which means
kerosene jet fuel will become
more expensive, has been
criticised by Irish airlines already reeling from the impact
of Covid-19 on the sector.
Kerosene jet fuel is currently
tax exempt across the EU. The
Netherlands has been leading a
campaign to introduce a tax on
the fuel over the last few years,
with finance ministers from
Belgium, Denmark, France,
Germany, Italy, Sweden and
Luxembourg all joining the
Dutch finance minister in
calling for the new tax to be introduced on climate grounds.
At a meeting of European
finance ministers last week, it
is understood there was widespread agreement on the introduction of the kerosene tax.
In 2019, the European People’s Party, of which Fine Gael
is a member, changed its policy
on jet fuel tax at its annual conference, committing to ending
the exemption for kerosene. At
the time, Leo Varadkar, then
taoiseach, told this newspaper
he supported moves at a European level to tax aviation fuel.
According to multiple wellplaced sources, the new proposal from the European Commission will happen as part of
a major overhaul of Europe’s
energy and climate policies
to meet the recently updated
climate target of 55 per cent
emissions reductions by 2030.
The energy taxation directive will be one of the pieces of
legislation to be revised, and it
is understood that a new kerosene tax, a new shipping fuel

tax, and a carbon border levy
will be proposed. The carbon
border levy will be imposed on
imported products produced
outside the EU to lower environmental standards.
Speaking to the Business
Post, a spokeswoman for Ryanair said EU airlines and
passengers were already being
heavily taxed despite aviation
only accounting for 2 per cent
of the EU’s carbon emissions.
“Ryanair is opposed to any
further taxes given we already
pay €630 million a year [FY
2020] in environmental taxes,”
the spokesman said.
“Any additional taxes on this
already very heavily taxed sector will be very damaging for
Irish connectivity given we
are a small island economy on
the periphery of Europe which
depends on low-fare air travel.
Instead of introducing taxes,
the EU Commission should
concentrate on initiatives
that incentivise investment
in new technology that leads
to carbon reduction.”
A spokeswoman for Aer
Lingus echoed Ryanair’s
comments. “Government
support – rather than punitive
taxes – is what is required to
accelerate the development
of sustainable aviation fuel.
Globally, there is a need to
construct sustainable aviation fuel plants that will deliver
enough supply for the airline
industry, creating highly valued green jobs and economic
growth,”she said.
A spokeswoman for the Department of Finance said that
as part of the European Green
Deal, the EU Commission was
expected to bring forward proposals for a revised Energy Tax
Directive later this summer.
“The commission consider
that the price of transport must
reflect the impact it has on the
environment and on health.”

O’Brien
to delay
‘use it or
lose it’
rule for
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Killian O’Sullivan, chief
commercial officer at Connacht
Whiskey: ‘We’ve put a lot of
work into creating assets that
tell the story’ Christian Banfield

BY MICHAEL BRENNAN

Mayo distiller set to launch
first whiskey of the west
BY EMMET RYAN

The first whiskey produced in Co
Mayo for over 150 years is set to hit
the shelves this summer.
Connacht Whiskey Company,
based in Ballina, is launching its
first two whiskeys in June and July.
The founders and investors, most
of whom are graduates of the University of Notre Dame in the US,
have invested €10 million in the
business. Tom Jensen, chief executive and one of the founders of the
business, pitched it to members of
the university’s alumni network
based on their Irish heritage.
The distillery opened in 2015. It
has produced gin and vodka already
and its first whiskey, a five-year-old

double distilled single malt, went on
pre-sale in December and sold out
in February.
“The reaction was incredible. It
was a whiskey none of the buyers
had ever tasted from a distillery
that they probably hadn’t heard
of, but they were willing to spend
€150 on a bottle because it was a
whiskey coming from Mayo,” Killian O’Sullivan, chief commercial
officer at Connacht Whiskey, told
the Business Post.
“We’ve put a lot of work into creating assets that tell the story. We’re
going to work with distributors and
brand ambassadors, have them out
talking not just about Connacht
Whiskey but about the sector on a
broader level.”

Hedge fund owner builds
€1 billion stake in Ryanair
BY BARRY J WHYTE

Edoardo Mercadante, the
owner of the British hedge
fund Parvus Asset Management, has built a near billion euro position in Ryanair
through financial derivatives
known as equity swap, stock
exchange filings show.
At the close of trading last
Friday, Mercadante’s firm held
4.98 per cent of the economic interest in Ryanair, which
is equivalent to nearly €940
million worth of shares at the
current price of €16.85.
Parvus has been building
the stake since January when it
first took a position of just over
3 per cent. It boosted that to
4.05 per cent in April, and then
further increased it to 5.03 per
cent this month, though on
Friday it trimmed the stake
back slightly to 4.98 per cent.
Equity swaps are a complex
financial contract between
two parties in which the holder
of the shares essentially swaps
the chance of a gain on the val-

Ryanair: expected to benefit from consolidation of sector

ue of the shares in return for a
less volatile investment return.
It allows an investor, like a
hedge fund, to build up a stake
cheaply, because it costs less,
and some equity swaps can
be built up through leverage.
When contacted by the Business Post, Mercadante declined
to comment on his position in
Ryanair, or his outlook for the
company. The French national
has been known in the past
to take large stakes and very

activist positions in companies
that are about to embark on
major acquisitions or mergers.
This could be particularly
relevant for Ryanair in the
coming years. The airline has
one of the most robust balance sheets in Europe’s aviation sector, and is expected to
benefit from a major period
of consolidation of airlines in
the coming years as the global
economy restarts following the
pandemic.

Parvus has been involved
in several high-profile merger deals through its holding in
various companies. In 2016 it
helped stymy a deal between
William Hill, the gambling
firm, and Amaya, the owner
of Poker Stars. At the time,
Parvus wrote a letter to William Hill’s board saying it was
“extremely concerned” that
the deal would destroy shareholder value. The hedge fund
urged management to consider a sale instead.
In 2011, the firm was involved in the proposed acquisition for £5.2 billion of ISS, a
Danish support services firm,
by G4S, the security giant. More
recently, Mercadante was a key
shareholder in the merger of
two Italian banks, Intesa Sanpaolo and UBI Banca, which
created the eurozone’s seventh-largest banking group.
Mercadante is a former fund
manager at Merrill Lynch Investment Management. Parvus has $5.5 billion of assets
under management.

The bottles of the five-year-old
whiskey will be delivered in late
June with the first of the distillery’s
four-year-old double distilled single
malt hitting shelves in Ireland in July
and September in the US.
“The whole reason we are in Ballina is because we just felt nothing
had happened out there in the whiskey business. We just wanted to be
in the west. My mom grew up in
Sligo and it’s fun to be out there in all
the wind, rain and the challenges,”
said Jensen.
Jensen, who is from Chicago, has
spent 39 years working in the spirits
sector with brands such as Tullamore Dew, Maker’s Mark and Canadian Club. His last role prior to starting
the distillery was as chief executive

of Rémy Cointreau USA. That role included introducing Macallan Scotch
whisky to the US market.
“When I started on it 14 years
ago, it wasn’t a big brand in the US.
Now it’s huge there. I just found
the category fascinating. The consumers wanted all this information,
knowing all about the region,” said
Jensen.
“People like whiskeys from regions, they like stories. Think of how
small Irish whiskey is in terms of
variety compared to Scotch. There’s
no reason it has to stay that way. Our
goal is to be a single malt with distinction. We want to give consumers
a choice of a whiskey that speaks
of Mayo, that you’ll want to share
a story about if you’re drinking it.”

Prosperity on tech
talent trail with new
office in Barcelona
BY KILLIAN WOODS

Prosperity, the Irish tech
agency, has expanded into the
Spanish and French markets
following the launch of a new
Barcelona office.
The Dublin-based firm,
founded in 2001 by Gary Mullan and Jim Murray, provides
recruitment and outsourcing
services to companies looking
for candidates that have specific tech and digital expertise.
Prosperity, which has been
focused on the Irish market,
has opened a new office in
the Barcelona city centre near
Plaça Urquinaona – one of the
city’s main squares.
Mullan, managing director
of Prosperity, said the move
into the Spanish market was
part of a plan to tap into a rich
pool of skilled digital talent in
the country and demand for
outsourcing services.

“We’re at the very early
stages, but we actually have a
team of people with expertise
in different areas of digital,
e-commerce and tech. Basically, we are going to be outsourcing our digital expertise
to companies in Ireland and
mainland Europe,” he said.
Barcelona has a very active
tech scene, with more than
1,200 start-ups in the city
and 100 larger multinationals. Overall, the sector has
77,000 professionals, a number which swelled by 10,000
between 2019 and 2020.
Mullan added that the decision to open a new office
in Spain was part of a wider expansion into mainland
Europe.
“We’ve seen a gap in the
market. Companies come
to us for talent and we have
the candidates on our books
and we can outsource them to

Irish companies, but they’re
actually on our payroll. We
do that work with start-ups
here in Barcelona too and
we’re working with French
companies.”
Prosperity has a team of
five recruiters based out of its
Barcelona office, with plans
to hire more. “We probably
need four or five more. I’m
not just plucking that figure
out of my head, we have a lot
of requests coming in so we
need more recruiters to find
the digital talent.”
Mullan said he was advised
not to open an office in the
middle of a pandemic, but
pushed ahead with the plan
due to good availability of
space at the moment.
“We are ready to hit the
ground running as the economy reopens and recovers. We
expect the demand for new
hires to grow even further.”

Darragh O’Brien is pausing the
introduction of a “use it or lose
it” condition for planning permission for new homes, due to
concerns about its impact on
the sector’s recovery.
The measure was first announced by the housing minister’s predecessor Eoghan
Murphy in 2019, in response
to the low rate of construction
of homes in fast-tracked, strategic housing developments.
New figures show that this
problem is continuing, with
only 19 per cent of strategic
housing development homes
in the Dublin region under
construction or built.
The Business Post understands there is concern in the
Department of Housing that
bringing in the “use it or lose it”
rule for planning permissions
of ten homes or more could
damage the supply of housing
in the midst of the pandemic.
Any cancellation of planning permission for a undeveloped site would require the
owner to go back through the
planning process, adding at
least a year to the timeline for
building new homes.
Officials are also concerned
that the construction industry
may take some time before it
can get the supplies, workers
and finance it needs to return
to pre-pandemic levels of
house building activity.
The latest report from the
Dublin Housing Task Force,
made up of senior council
housing officials, warned that
the strong planning activity
in strategic housing developments “has not yet translated
into construction activity”.
It pointed out that by the
end of last year, just 720 homes
had been built out of a total
of 27,468 homes given planning permission in the Dublin region under the fast track
strategic housing development
(SHD) planning process. A further 4,430 homes on SHD sites
are under construction.
Under the SHD process, developers can bypass the planning process at council level
and apply directly to An Bord
Pleanála for estates of 100 or
more homes. The government
has committed to halting the
SHD process by next February.
John Lahart, the Fianna Fáil
Dublin South West TD who
opposed the programme for
government due to his concerns about SHDs, said the low
level of construction on such
sites confirmed what Taoiseach Micheál Martin had said as
leader of the opposition.
“Big developers pulled the
wool over the eyes of Fine Gael
housing ministers and officials
with the SHDs,” he said.
A review of the SHD process two years ago suggested
that the “use it or lose it” policy could be applied to sites
where works had not started
within two years of planning
permission being granted.
Lahart said the state should
compulsorily purchase vacant
SHD sites at their pre-planning permission values and
use them to build cost-rental
and affordable housing.
A spokesman for O’Brien
said the introduction of the
“use it or lose it” policy was
“under consideration” with no
timeline available yet.
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Varadkar
ROCKET
to push for
MEN
income tax
cuts despite
FF concerns
● Fiscal Advisory Council has warned of

potential €2 billion price tag
● FF believed to favour the introduction of
a welfare package ahead of tax cuts
BY MICHAEL BRENNAN
POLITICAL EDITOR

Leo Varadkar is pushing
for a package of tax cuts for
workers in the forthcoming
budget, despite concerns from
Fianna Fáil and the financial
watchdog about the potential
€2 billion cost.
The programme for government commits the government to examine increasing
tax bands and credits in the
October budget so that any
wage increases earned by
workers will not be clawed
back by the tax system.
The Irish Fiscal Advisory Council has warned that
implementing this plan could
result in tax receipts being up
to €2 billion lower a year by
2025 and said that the proposal was not included in the

government’s recent stability
programme update (SPU).
It comes amid ongoing concerns of a potential reduction
in the state’s revenue of €2
billion a year due to proposals
for a minimum global corporate tax rate.
Varadkar has recently
warned that Ireland’s personal tax rates are a “major
disincentive” for attracting
mobile workers to the country. He also said that highly
paid workers could avail of
new remote working possibilities to move overseas unless income tax changes are
made and the state needed to
“face up to that reality”.
The Tánaiste’s desire for tax
cuts could put him at odds
with Fianna Fáil as it is understood Micheál Martin’s
party is wary of implement-

ing a tax-cutting package as
well as a welfare one in the
forthcoming budget
Varadkar is of the view that
tax cuts were a significant element of Fine Gael’s election
manifesto. His position is that
if there is going to be a social
welfare package in the forthcoming budget for the first
time in three years, there has
to be a tax package as well.
“Given rising incomes and
inflation, the Tánaiste firmly
believes there will have to be
tax and welfare packages in
future budgets,” a spokesman
for Varadkar told the Business
Post.
The Fine Gael leader has
predicted that the economy
will get a boost in the coming
months as it recovers from
the impact of Covid-19. His
spokesman said that higher

Bulk leasing social homes significantly favours institutional funds and leaves councils
with no “substantial economic benefits”, the government
was warned by a European
Commission agency.
Eurostat said the practice of
leasing social homes, as opposed to buying them outright, has almost completely
de-risked development costs,
and funds “enjoy most of the
rewards” of the deals. It added
councils assume nearly all of
the risk in the leases, but ultimately own no asset at the
end of the deal.
Last year, the state asked
Eurostat, a European
Commission body that monitors how government finance
statistics are recorded, to clarify if social housing leases
could be kept off the state’s

balance sheet.
In the reply, Eurostat reviewed two 25-year deals
that involve the Irish state
leasing 110 apartments from
institutional funds at 95 per
cent of market rent.
It concluded the deals the
state entered into with the
funds involved were operating leases and that the related
liabilities would remain off
the balance sheet of the state.
This helps the country avoid
breaching EU financial rules
that limit spending on capital
projects like housing.
It added, however, that the
developers and funds will
“enjoy most of the rewards”
of the bulk social lease deals
it reviewed. It said that in any
leasing contract, elements of
risks and rewards are typically
“split” between the lessee and
the lessor, but the arrangements benefit the funds that

own the apartment blocks,
while the state “bears most
of the demand risks”.
“Concerning the rewards
related to the buildings, the
lessors will get a secure stream
of payments for 25 years. The
lessors will also be entitled
to the residual value of the
buildings at the end of the
lease, since the local authority has no purchase option,”
Eurostat said.
“The local authorities will
not get substantial economic benefits out of the assets,
since they will not be able to
charge to their tenants the
market rentals they are paying
to the lessors, but will be able
to use the assets for providing
services to the community.”
The assessment also said
that the deals the Irish state
has entered into with developers and funds to rent
social homes have almost
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Lufthansa Technik, the aircraft
maintenance and repair business,
is carrying out a strategic review of
its Shannon operations which could
result in the business being sold or
closed down, the Business Post can
reveal.
The German firm employs over
500 people at its Shannon facility,
making it one of the largest employers in the midwest region.
It comes as Stobart Air, the airline
which operates all regional flights for
Aer Lingus, announced this weekend
that it was appointing a liquidator
and will cease operations with immediate effect with the loss of 480
jobs.
The Business Post understands
Lufthansa Technik is examining
three options for its Shannon base.
The first is to restructure its Irish
operations, the second is to close
down the plant altogether and the
third is to sell the business. A sale of
the business is considered to be the
most likely option at this stage with

Marion
McKeone on
the innovation,
egos and
rivalries
fuelling the
billionaire
space race
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growth will mean a “larger
economy, more jobs, more tax
revenues and, therefore, more
fiscal space”.
Varadkar is waiting on the
summer economic statement,
which is the next step in the
budgetary process, to provide
details of the available room
for manoeuvre on the tax and
welfare packages.
The programme for government had ruled out any
tax cuts in last year’s budget,
but it stated that from Budget 2022 onwards, income
tax credits and bands will be
index-linked to earnings in
the event that incomes are
again rising as the economy
recovers.
It said this would be done
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Bulk leasing of social homes has
no ‘substantial economic benefit’
BY KILLIAN WOODS

More than 500
jobs at risk at
Lufthansa’s
Shannon base

completely de-risked development costs.
“The lessors know, before
the construction starts, that
the final product will be delivered to the local authority, which will pay over time
the full market value of the
property. The government, by
signing 25-years leasing contracts for buildings still under
construction, is in practice
de-risking the lessors from
most of the costs related to
the development.
“The risk that the lessors
will not receive the rentals
from the local authorities in
the next 25 years are practically nil. The local authorities
will pay the agreed fees to the
lessors whether tenants occupy the apartments or not. The
tenants of the social houses
will probably not pay to the
local government rentals high
to page 2
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Can the Land
Development
Agency finally
solve Ireland’s
housing crisis?
The government is in a hurry to have the agency established
before the Dáil goes on holidays, but one Green Party TD says
it would be worth losing the party whip to make his point
about what the agency should be doing. And Sinn Féin and
the Social Democrats want social and affordable housing to
form ‘100 per cent’ of most LDA sites in Dublin

St Teresa’s Gardens: the
Donore project is one
of the developments in
the LDA’s pipeline for
affordable housing

Michael Brennan

Political Editor

A

mid ongoing pressure
over the issue of housing, the government
is anxious to establish
the Land Development
Agency before the Dáil
goes on its summer break next month.
The LDA is supposed to fix Ireland’s
housing supply crisis by overseeing the
use of state lands for the construction
of 150,000 homes over the next 20
years.
But there are increasing doubts
among many about its ability to
achieve its objectives, including councillors and opposition TDs.
And meanwhile, Darragh O’Brien,
the Minister for Housing, also faces
the prospect of having to reassure a
key Green Party TD of its merits as his
support for a fundamental section of
the bill is now in question.

The origins of the LDA

When the previous Fine Gael-minority government established the LDA
on a temporary basis in September
2018, it was criticised for planning to
provide 60 per cent of all homes on
publicly owned land at market prices,
which were already unaffordable for
many families. Thirty per cent would
be in the “affordable” category and the
remaining 10 per cent for people on
social housing lists.
The “60 per cent private — 30 per
cent affordable — 10 per cent social”
ratio was subsequently abandoned due
to demands from Fianna Fáil and the
Green Party in last year’s government
formation negotiations.
Now, the coalition’s bill to fully establish the LDA requires that 50 per
cent of homes will be set aside for rent
or sale as “affordable housing” and
10 per cent for social housing, which
leaves 40 per cent for regular market
price housing. So “40 per cent private
— 50 per cent affordable — 10 per cent
social” to put it in the order we are
used to.
So far so good, but yet not quite far
enough, according to Francis Noel
Duffy. The Green Party Dublin MidWest TD, who is married to Catherine
Martin, the Minister for Tourism, has
put forward his own amendment to
increase the level of public housing on
LDA sites from 50 per cent to 100 per
cent. He is not overly worried about
the mix between affordable or social,
but is adamant that the private section
should be zero per cent.
“What we are trying to push is that
you would have 100 per cent public
housing on site, whether it’s cost rental, affordable sale or social housing,”
he said.
The LDA, currently in its temporary
form, needs to be legally established
so that it can draw down hundreds of
millions in state funding, and get work
under way on more sites.
The government is anxious to get
the LDA bill through the Oireachtas
housing committee this week, so it is
expected to defer Duffy’s amendment
until the proposed legislation reaches
report stage in the Dáil. But when it
gets to this stage, Duffy has warned
that he might not support the bill if his
amendment is not accepted.
“If this is not accepted, I’d find that
difficult. I’ll definitely be considering
how I vote. I think it’s worth me losing
the whip to make a point,” he said.

Duffy’s concerns about the LDA
were one of the main reasons that he
voted against the Green Party going
into government last year. But he is
much happier now with the LDA’s
new mission statement.
“They went from private housing to
public housing in the space of a year.
Their whole tune has changed. It’s all
cost rental and affordable units now,”
he said.

Helping those in the middle

The LDA is supposed to reduce the rises in land prices by increasing the supply of sites to the market. And it is also
supposed to stop the constant “boombust” pattern in the Irish housing market by keeping up a steady supply of
new homes, regardless of whether the
economy is growing or in decline.
However, the debate about who the
LDA should build homes for has been
the biggest single issue as the bill made
its way through the Oireachtas housing committee in recent weeks.
Darragh O’Brien, the Minister for
Housing, has said that he wants the
LDA to help the “people in the middle”
who struggle to afford private sector
rents, but do not qualify for social
housing. He has promised that social

and affordable housing
will form “100 per cent”
of most LDA sites in
Dublin.
But like Duffy, Sinn
Féin and the Social
Democrats want to put
a legal requirement
in the LDA bill for it to
provide 100 per cent of
homes for affordable
and social housing.
Eoin Ó Broin, the Sinn
Féin housing spokesman,
cited 2016 census data
showing that just 14 per cent
of households earned over
€100,000 a year.
“That means I’m in the business of
providing housing for the 85 per cent.
That [other] 15 per cent, no harm to
them, they work hard, they have big
salaries, they deserve every penny
they get, they can buy houses on the
market,” he said.
Ó Broin said the affordable housing
on LDA sites needed to be targeted at
single people earning up to €40,000
a year and couples earning up to
€80,000 a year.
“The government should use government money and government land

(left to right) John Moran, former
chair of the Land Development
Agency with board member and
chief executive John Coleman and
former FG Minister for Housing,
Eoghan Murphy: the LDA was
set up to develop housing on
public land, ‘for the public good’
RollingNews

to assist those who are
locked out of the market,” he said.
However, Emer
Higgins, the Fine Gael
Dublin Mid-West
TD and Oireachtas
housing committee
member, said public
land should be used to
benefit “all of the public”,
including first-time buyers and downsizers.
“Many members of the left,
including Sinn Féin, would favour building mass public housing estates. We need diversity and
inclusion. If you are renting at a level
you can’t afford or if you are someone
who doesn’t have a house to bid on in
your locality, you are part of the housing crisis,” she said.

Giving flexibility to the LDA

The LDA will be required to provide a
minimum of “50 per cent affordable
housing” on public land as a general
rule. But the government is reserving
the right in the LDA bill to change this
in the future. The Minister for Housing

Three categories of land owned by
the state can be bought by LDA
If the Land Development Agency
is to provide affordable homes,
then it needs to be able to buy
public land at the cheapest possible price. It has created the first
ever public databases of 60,000
state-owned properties. There is
a common perception that the
state can do whatever it likes with
the land that it has. But it is more
complicated than that, with three
distinct categories of land.
The first category is council-owned land. The LDA will
be able to acquire it at low cost
because these sites are designated
for social housing and would be
assumed to have a low market
value.
The second category that the
LDA can buy is other central government sites, such as the Central
Mental Hospital in Dundrum,
which is owned by the Office of
Public Works. These can be designated for social and affordable
housing, which should drive
down the market value to ‘nil’,
allowing the LDA to acquire it at
low cost. A figure of €6 million for
the Dundrum site has been mentioned, but not confirmed.
Another example would be
Cathal Brugha military barracks
in Rathmines, which is owned
by the Department of Defence. It
could fit around 2,500 homes if
the troops there were moved to
a new barracks near Baldonnel
Aerodrome, but the military is
unlikely to have any interest in
housing development. Under the

Central Mental Hospital project: Dundrum site could be bought by the LDA for housing development

LDA bill, it will be possible for the
government to direct the Department of Defence and other government bodies to sell such sites
to the LDA.
The third category of state land,
owned by semi-state companies,
is the most problematic for the
LDA. Semi-states, like CIE, had a
history of selling off sites during
the property boom at full market
value. They are now required for
the first time to offer any site for
sale to the LDA first.
One of the most prominent

semi-state sites is the Dublin Bus
depot in Donnybrook in the heart
of Dublin 4. It could be relocated
outside the city but Dublin Bus
will have to be paid the full market value for the site.
CIE has been cooperating
strongly with the LDA in developing some of its lands around
Colbert train station in Limerick
city because it is in its own self
interest. If the 50-hectare site in
Limerick city centre can deliver
the 3,200 homes, it could boost
commercial revenue for Iarnód

Eireann on its existing rail lines,
and the potential new ones promised for the Mid-West region.
But if any state agency refuses
to sell a site, then the Minister for
Housing will have the power to
get a market value for the land
and order the sale to go through.
The LDA will not be able to buy
any private site that takes its fancy. It has compulsory purchase
powers, but they only apply to
buying land beside existing public sites that is needed for access
routes or infrastructure.

of the day can issue an order to raise or
lower this on each site.
John Coleman, the chief executive of
the LDA, has said that it needs to have
the flexibility because it is “horses for
courses”. For example, social housing
accounts for around 50 per cent of the
homes in Balbriggan in north Dublin. So the LDA is planning to provide
more private housing on its site in Balbriggan to rebalance this.
In contrast, there is very little affordable housing in Dundrum in south
Dublin, where homes can sell for well
over €500,000 and where the LDA
is planning to have 1,300 affordable
homes on the site of the Central Mental Hospital.
The facility is due to be relocated to a
new home in Portrane in north Dublin
and the construction of 1,300 homes
on the site was described as “one
of the LDA’s flagship projects” at its
monthly board meeting last February.
But residents in Dundrum are already preparing to object to the LDA’s
planning application due to their fears
over increased traffic in their local
area. Given the real prospect of a judicial review, it is unlikely that these
new homes will be built by the time
this government’s term of office finishes in 2025.

Opposition from councillors

Sinn Féin and the Social Democrats
have argued that the LDA should focus
on strategically assembling public sites
so that they could be developed by
councils, rather than getting involved
in house-building itself.
Cian O’Callaghan, the Social Democrats’ housing spokesman, said there
was no shortage of private construction companies, affordable housing
bodies or council housing sections to
oversee the building of homes. He said
the LDA role should be that of assembling sites and making them available
to builders to provide public housing
on them.
“It’s not necessarily a good idea to
design a system where you’ve a huge
amount of power and responsibility for multiple phases of delivery of
homes all resting in one agency like
that,” he said.
But historically, the state has given
equivalent powers to big agencies such
as the ESB, Gas Networks Ireland,
Transport Infrastructure Ireland and
Irish Water. The LDA has argued that
concentrating housing expertise for
large housing projects makes sense,
and that it is also easier for big lenders
like the European Investment Bank to
deal with one agency rather than 31
separate councils.
Still, the agency is going to have to
work with local authorities in some
form. According to a detailed briefing
paper from the Oireachtas Library and
Research service, the agency promised
to work with councils “on a partnership basis” rather than just taking their
land.
It held more than a dozen meetings with councillors in Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown, for example,
and finally got their agreement to develop 600 homes on the 18th-century
Shanganagh Castle site entirely for cost
rental, affordable housing and social
housing.
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Another Nama?

Nama was set up with a
mandate to sell loans at
the best possible price,
not to solve the housing
crisis
housing on public land.
“Sinn Féin have got a hold of this
stick and are beating us with it. But
it’s only where local authorities don’t
want land for their own housing
needs. It’ll be minimal the number of
times it will be used,” he said.
Mary Hoade, the Fianna Fáil councillor who is the president of the Association of Irish Local Government,
said councillors wanted to retain their
power to block the sale of council sites
to the LDA under Section 183 of the
Local Government Act 2001.
“Our position is very clear. We are
totally opposed to any removal of section 183,” she said.
So far, O’Brien has shown no sign
of turning. He and his officials do not
want a repeat of what happened last
November, where Dublin city councillors voted down a plan for 853 homes
on the Oscar Traynor road site due to
the fact that half of them would be
sold privately.
Cian O’Callaghan, Social Democrat
TD: proposes making LDA sites
available to builders to construct
public housing
RollingNews

But councillors nationwide are fearful that the LDA will lead to another
reduction in one of their housing
powers. Under Section 183 of the Local

Government Act 2001, they have the
right to vote for or against the sale of
council land.
But the LDA bill proposes to strip
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councillors of this power when it
comes to the sale of council land to the
LDA.
Duffy, the Green Party TD, said this

element of the legislation was
intended as a “stick” to use if
councillors refused to allow
a council to develop public

One of the most frequent opposition
criticisms of the LDA is that it could
become “another Nama”. Some of
its 50 staff have come directly from
Nama, including John Coleman, its
chief executive.
Nama was supposed to spend
€4.5 billion on delivering 20,000
new homes on Nama-controlled
sites between 2015 and 2020. But the
promised delivery fell far short of that
target, with just 12,450 homes delivered at the end of last year. And the
European Commission complained
two years ago that only 11 per cent of
the 55,000 potential housing unit sites
sold by Nama in the last seven years
had been developed.
The central problem was that Nama
had been set up with an “overriding
commercial mandate” to sell off loans
at the best possible price, not to solve
the housing crisis. In contrast, the bill
to set up the LDA states that it must
develop housing on public land “for
the public good”.

A lack of time and money

John Moran, the former chair of the
LDA, has warned that the maximum
of €2.5 billion in funding available to
the LDA is insufficient. That may not
be enough even to fund the 14,600 potential homes on the LDA’s first 11 sites.
Ó Broin said €2.5 billion was a “very
small amount of money” if the LDA
could not attract in additional private
investment.
The LDA has drawn up a list of
Dublin sites where affordable housing
could be provided, in conjunction with
affordable housing bodies or private
landowners. The LDA board has asked
for this list to “include a site outside
Dublin”, according to the February
board meeting minutes.
The unfortunate reality is that the
LDA has been in existence in temporary format for almost three years
and has not yet built one house. It is
due to start building 600 homes on
the Shanganagh Castle site in Dublin
this year, but it will take until 2025 to
finish them.
So the LDA is not going to solve the
housing crisis in the short term. But
its backers argue that it will have a
strong influence in the medium and
longer term.
The next round of the battle to
decide its future takes place on
Tuesday when the Oireachtas
housing committee will meet
again to consider amendments
to the LDA bill.
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Irish law firms rank among top 20 in Europe for earnings
Combined revenue for the ‘big
seven’ was estimated at nearly
€850 million, up more than €30
million from two years ago
BY ROSANNA COONEY

The revenues of the top law firms in
Ireland swelled last year, according
to market analysts.
The combined revenue for the
“big seven” law firms was estimated at €846 million, an increase
of €32.3 million from 2018. Most
law firms in Ireland do not publish their financial information,
and none are under any obligation

to do so as they are not limited
companies.
The estimates come from the
European Top 100, an annual report carried out by market analysts
for the Lawyer, the specialist legal
news publication. The report was
published in May 2020 and ranks
European firms, excluding those
in Britain, by revenue.
Two Irish firms, A&L Goodbody
and Arthur Cox, ranked in the top

20, in the 18th and 19th spots, respectively.
A&L was estimated to have the
biggest turnover in Ireland at €165
million, up from €155.4 million
in 2019. The firm employed 871
lawyers and staff in 2019, making
it the largest by numbers in the
country. Revenue per partner was
estimated at €1.57 million.
Arthur Cox came a close second
for revenue. The firm, under Geoff
Moore, its new managing partner,
earned an estimated €163.5 million up from €160 million in 2018.
Estimated revenue per partner was
€1.56 million.
Coming in third was Matheson, which told the Lawyer it
had a “strong year” and posted a

turnover growth of 12 per cent, the
largest of any of the big seven. This
brought its estimated revenue to
€156.8 million for 2019.
The firm, which has its offices
on Sir John Rogerson’s Quay, has
increased its corporate team by
50 per cent in the last five years.
A focus on financial regulatory
disputes is reported to have contributed to its growth. It ranked
21st in Europe.
McCann FitzGerald, where
revenue remained stable at €137
million, was the only firm not to
report any growth. It remains the
fourth biggest earner in Ireland,
and 26th in Europe.
Unusually for Ireland, McCann
FitzGerald operates an all-equity

partnership structure, whereas
other firms have junior partners
who receive a salary rather than
a cut of the profits.
Revenue for each of firm’s 77
partners was estimated at €1.8
million. William Fry, whose offices are familiar for their twinkling
exterior lights opposite the Marker
Hotel, reported a slight increase in
growth of 1.5 per cent and had an
estimated turnover of €96 million.
Banking and finance were the
largest practice areas for the firm,
followed closely by disputes and
corporate. The company, led by
Bryan Bourke, ranked 44th in
Europe.
Mason Hayes and Curran is the
only legal firm to annually disclose
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Ryanair’s €3.9 billion cash
pile should aid soft landing
BY PETER O’DWYER

No less than the rest of us,
Ryanair is facing into an uncertain future. The big difference in its favour is that it has
€3.9 billion in the bank as a
safety net during these dark
economic times.
The airline announced
its first-quarter results last
Monday, which showed the
extent to which the Covid-19
pandemic and resultant collapse in air travel has had on
its business. It reported a net
loss of €185 million for the
three months of April, May
and June compared with an
after-tax profit of €243 million in the corresponding period the previous year.
Revenue fell by 95 per cent
from €2.31 billion to €125 million, and passenger numbers
plummeted from 41.9 million
in the first quarter of its 2020
financial year to 500,000 over
the same period this year.
Like all airlines, the effect of
the pandemic on its business
has been without parallel and
Ryanair’s immediate future
remains challenged with Michael O’Leary, the Ryanair
group chief executive, understandably describing a potential second wave of Covid-19
as his biggest concern.
Such is the level of uncertainty across the industry that
Ryanair declined to offer any
guidance to the market on
Monday about its full-year
financial performance.
The best it could do was to
tentatively estimate it could
carry 60 million passengers
in the 12 months to the end
of March 2021.
Even that is contingent on
a second wave of the virus
either not materialising, or
being handled differently by
European governments than
the first wave, which resulted
in widespread lockdowns.
O’Leary and Eddie Wilson,
the Ryanair chief executive,
are continuing to push the
Irish government to expand
the green list of countries to
include Britain and all EU
member states, in an indication of their anxiousness to get

Michael O’Leary
of Ryanair
Getty

more planes back in the sky.
The only silver lining in the
short term is the near €4 billion cash reserve Ryanair is
sitting on. The Irish carrier’s
balance sheet remains among
the strongest in the industry,
and if it can weather the initial storm, it is well placed to
capitalise on the even greater pain many of its rivals are
enduring.
Aer Lingus on Friday reported an operating loss
of €316 million for the six
months to the end of June.
This is compared with a €78
million profit over the same
period last year.
The airline is reportedly
considering making compulsory redundancies and
reviewing the scale of its operations at Cork and Shannon
airports, if required.
Like Ryanair, IAG, Aer Lingus’s parent company, has the
financial firepower to help it

The numbers

€185

Net loss in millions of euro
that Ryanair reported for
April, May and June

60m
Tentative estimate of
carrier’s passenger numbers
in year to end of March 2021

weather the storm though,
with €6 billion in cash and a
further €2.1 billion in available facilities leaving it with
€8.1 billion in liquidity.
Flybe, Germanwings, Lev-

el and Sun Express were not
as robust and have already
collapsed under the financial strain arising from the
pandemic, sucking capacity
out of the European aviation
market and presenting a void
for Ryanair and others to fill.
Ryanair’s low-cost base
was a key advantage it had
entering this crisis, which is
likely to be strengthened further as it emerges with lower
staff costs and lower oil costs.
O’Leary predicted the latter
would be at about $40 a barrel
for the next two to three years.
“We believe there are extraordinary opportunities for
airlines like Ryanair. [We] will
be one of the very few airlines that will be able to grow,”
O’Leary said on a call with
analysts last week.
As well as criticising restrictions on flights, Ryanair
has been busy challenging
state aid decisions it regards

as illegal in the courts over
the duration of the pandemic.
In its appraisal of European governments’ actions, “a
multibillion-euro flood of
illegal state aid” has poured
into national flag carriers
such as Lufthansa, Alitalia
and Air France/KLM to keep
them afloat.
On the one hand, O’Leary
rails against the aid, describing it as unfair; on the other,
he appears to welcome it,
saying it would be good for
its business model in helping
traffic to return faster, as the
flag carriers engage in below-cost selling.
It seems, then, that O’Leary
is banking on passenger traffic
returning relatively quickly,
but at much lower prices for
a period of years. If that’s
the case, Ryanair will need
its famed low-cost base and
resilient balance sheet to see
it through.

Tenth of fast-track housing plans delayed
Research by a Dublin law
firm reveals that An Bord
Pleanála has faced 18 judicial
reviews on Strategic Housing
Developments to date
BY KILLIAN WOODS

One in ten fast-track housing projects have been legally challenged, with the High
Court quashing planning permission granted for more than
3,000 homes since 2018.
Research by FP Logue Solicitors, a Dublin-based law
firm, has revealed that An
Bord Pleanála has faced 18
judicial reviews in relation to
its decisions to approve Strategic Housing Developments
(SHDs).
The SHD system was introduced in 2017 to help speed
up housing construction. De-

velopers can apply straight
to An Bord Pleanála with
large-scale applications and
avoid county council planning
systems.
To date, more than 10,000
houses and 27,000 apartments have been granted
planning permission through
the scheme. An analysis by
the Business Post has shown
that only 550 housing units
have been constructed under
the system to date.
According to FP Logue
Solicitors, more than 10 per
cent of the fast-track housing
permissions that have been
granted have been judicially

reviewed – ten times the rate
for regular planning permission.
Fred Logue, principal of FP
Logue Solicitors, said many
of the judicial reviews have
raised systemic issues in relation to the compliance of
the SHD legislation with the
Constitution and EU environmental law.
“The public disquiet with
the system and the quality of
decision-making is reflected
in the number of judicial reviews and the high success
rate to date,” Logue said.
“I wouldn’t be surprised
to see the legislation itself
become inoperable, due to
an incompatibility with the
Constitution and basic EU law
procedures.”
In nine of the 18 legal challenges, the High Court has
quashed An Bord Pleanála’s
original decision or the planning authority has conceded
the case. The High Court decisions mean planning permis-

sion awarded for more than
3,000 units has been ruled
null and void.
One judicial review taken
was withdrawn, while another was dismissed in favour of
the planning authority’s decision. Hearings for seven of
the cases are yet to take place.
Orla Hegarty, a lecturer in
architecture and planning at
UCD, said that contrary to the
objective of reducing risk for
developers, the SHD system
has increased uncertainty,
which has added to costs.
“This is because early and
transparent public participation – a strong feature of our
planning system – has been
removed, and SHD has no
appeal process, meaning that
issues that should be resolved
earlier are now being escalated to the courts at very high
cost to developers, communities and state institutions.”
An Bord Pleanála’s recently
published annual report for
2019 said that overall judicial

reviews faced by the planning
authority had increased from
30 in 2015 to 55 in 2019. The
body’s annual spend on legal
advice has also increased from
€29,199 to €57,673 between
2018 and 2019.
One high-profile objector to the fast-track housing
scheme is billionaire Dermot
Desmond, who has appealed
a plan to build 611 apartments
on former RTÉ lands.
Three Ailesbury Road residents, one of whom is Desmond’s wife Pat, have also
filed a legal challenge against
the entire fast-track planning
legislation, labelling the system “undemocratic and unconstitutional”.
The programme for government included a commitment
that the SHD system would
not be extended beyond its
legislative expiry date in
18 months’ time. An Bord
Pleanála did not respond to
a request for comment at the
time of going to press.

turnover, following a decision in
2004 by Declan Moylan, the firm’s
then managing partner.
Its revenues were up from €82
million in 2018 to €85 million in
2019. The firm’s total headcount
broke through 500 for the first
time and it significantly increased
both its fee-earners and lawyer
numbers.
Equity partners also had their
revenue increase from €901,000 to
€1.06 million and the firm recorded 40 per cent female partners, the
highest percentage of any of the big
seven. It ranked 50th in Europe.
Finally Dillon Eustace, which
reported a steady flow of international work from its Cayman, New
York and Tokyo offices, had an

estimated turnover of €43 million,
up from €41 million in 2018.
The firm increased its partner
numbers from 39 to 45 and revenue per partner was estimated
at €957,000. It ranked 88th in
Europe.
Asia and South Korea in particular were noted in the report as a
rising source of instructions for
Irish firms, along with continued
flows of work from the US and
Britain.
The report also pointed out a
trend that has become more defined in recent years of partners
from the big seven defecting to
the Irish branches of multinational
giants such as Dentons and DLA
Piper.

Porn giant shifted
€130m of assets out
of Irish operations
BY BARRY J WHYTE

One of the world’s largest
and most controversial pornography companies shifted
$154.5 million (€130 million)
worth of assets out of several Irish subsidiaries before
shutting them down, company filings show.
Mindgeek, the owner of
pornographic websites such
as Pornhub, Redtube and
YouPorn, has been running
billions of dollars through its
Irish subsidiaries for the last
few years.
Its main company MG
Billing, for example, has collected more than $1.3 billion
(€1.1 billion) in subscription
charges to its various websites since it was established
in 2012. It has paid $17.5 million in dividends in the last
two years.
Company documents from
the last few months show
that several companies were
wound up and liquidated in
recent weeks. Documents
for one of the companies,
Mindgeek Ireland Holding,
show that “shortly prior to
the commencement of the
liquidation of the company,
[the company] entered into
a business and asset transfer
agreement with an affiliate
pursuant to which all assets
and liabilities of the company were transferred to the
affiliate”.
The document said that,
prior to the transfer agreement, Mindgeek Ireland
Holding had $64.7 million
in assets. Another company,
MG Content DP, had $24.2
million in assets. A company
called MG Content RT had
assets worth $30.9 million.
MG Content SC had assets
worth $10.4 million. MG
Content RK had $24.3 million in assets.
The initials in the company
name appear to correspond
to websites in the company’s

A protester outside the offices of Pornhub in Montreal,
Canada accusing the website of profiting off the sex
trafficking and sexual exploitation of women and children

portfolio, including Digital
Playground, RedTube, Sean
Cody and RealityKings. The
various companies collectively had $54.3 million in
total liabilities.
The company still has several live companies in Ireland such as Mirmay, which
has retained earnings of $2.5
million and assets worth $5.8
million and liabilities of just
over $3 million. Another,
called Nutaku Publishing,
had a net loss of $4.8 million, assets of $5 million and
liabilities of $18.1 million, according to its most recently
published accounts.
Mindgeek has been the
subject of worldwide protests in recent months by
campaigners accusing the
company of profiting from
the victims of sex trafficking
and the sexual exploitation of
women and children.
An online petition calling for one of its websites,
Pornhub, to be shut down
received more than a million
signatures earlier this year.
The Internet Watch Foundation, a British charity that
operates as a kind of watch-

dog group, claims it has
identified more than 100
instances of child sex abuse
material on Pornhub. Meanwhile, news reports have
highlighted how girls and
young women who had been
trafficked or abused found it
difficult to get such material
removed from the site.
Pornhub has previously
said it is committed to fighting illegal content on the net
including non-consensual
content and videos that depict children, and that it uses
software tools to that end. It
has also previously said that
its policy is to “remove unauthorised content as soon
as we are made aware of it”.
The website previously
told the BBC it had “a steadfast commitment to eradicating and fighting any and
all illegal content, including
non-consensual and under-age material”.
The Business Post contacted Mindgeek through one
of the directors of its Irish
companies and its official
press email, but it provided
no comment prior to publication.

Conference sector
pleads for clarity on
post-Covid game plan
BY KILLIAN WOODS

Conference organisers have
warned that their industry
is at risk of going “back to
square one” due to a lack of
incentives to help the sector
weather the after-effects of
the pandemic.
Ireland has been placed
32nd on the International
Congress and Convention
Association’s ranking of
best countries to host conferences. Dublin is in the top
16 in the rankings by city.
Ronan Flood, chairman of
the Association of Irish Professional Conference Organisers (AIPCO), said many of
its members are faced with
no cashflow until late 2021.
He added that government
announcements about plans
to reopen the country have
lacked the certainty required
to reassure overseas clients
who look at Ireland as a
potential location to hold a
medium or large-sized conference.
The British government
has given business events

and conferences the goahead to resume from October 1. Officials in Belgium
have sanctioned the creation
of a multimillion-euro fund
for conference organisers
that will go towards subventing conference venue
hire for future events.
“We get [that] public
health is imperative and is
primary and it has to be, but
the UK said it is reopening for
business events from October 1,” Flood said.
“We will reopen at some
stage, we're just looking for a
little bit of clarity as to when.
If that happens to be January
1, 2021, so be it. At least we
can work towards that then.”
Flood is also managing director of Advantage Group,
an event management firm.
The company has been
forced to delay a 1,000-delegate conference due to be
held in the Convention Centre Dublin next month.
Flood said the event had
been in the works for four
years. He added that the reduced wage subsidy scheme

could force events firms to let
staff go, which would jeopardise conference business
lined up several years in
advance.
Earlier this month, the
wage subsidy scheme was
replaced by a new flat-rate
subsidy that offers businesses €203 per employee. Flood
said this wouldn’t be enough
for many AIPCO members
to keep key staff on board.
Losing staff will put Ireland on the back foot against
competitor cities and reduce
capacity to win new business, Flood said.
“If we have to lay off staff,
how can we maintain our
pipeline of events in planning for several years down
the line and also win new
business? We will go back
to square one.”
He said rivals in countries
such as Spain and Portugal
could already have a tax
advantage over Irish firms,
with Vat exemption available
on services booked through
professional conference organisers.
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NCH deadline
now unknown
due to BAM row

Ross: Danny
Healy-Rae is
‘holding back’
brother’s career

Main contractor has yet to submit new programme
of works on the children’s hospital to show how it
can make up for time lost during pandemic
BY MICHAEL BRENNAN

The board responsible for the
€1.7 billion National Children’s Hospital is unable to
say when it will be finished
due to an ongoing row with
BAM, the main contractor.
BAM has not submitted a
new programme of works to
show how it can make up for
time lost during a construction site shutdown caused by
the Covid-19 pandemic.
The National Paediatric
Hospital Development Board
(NPHDB) has responded by
cutting BAM’s monthly payments by 15 per cent, in an
escalation of the row.
The NPHDB is also unhappy
that the number of construction staff on the St James’s
Hospital site is less than half
the 2,300 expected at peak
activity. BAM has blamed this
on the need to comply with
Covid-19 social distancing
requirements.
It means there are fresh
doubts about whether the
National Children’s Hospital will be completed at the
end of 2022 and opened in
2023, as provided for under
the contract.
The NPHDB was unable
to supply the Business Post
with an updated completion
date for the project in these
circumstances.
In a statement, it said that
BAM has yet to provide an updated programme of works
that is compliant with its

contractual commitments.
“Until such time as a new programme has been submitted
and accepted, there is no current valid programme for the
construction phase,” it said.
However, a spokesman for
BAM said that it had updated
the programme but that the
NPHDB was now insisting
that it include the impact
of Covid-19 as well. “While
they argue it’s non-compliant, they maintain they can
deduct (and have deducted)
15 per cent from each monthly payment which, given the
enormous values involved, is
an impossible burden for BAM
to carry,” he said.
Michael McGrath, the Minister for Public Expenditure,
recently said that meeting the
current opening date of 2023
for the National Children’s
Hospital would be “challenging”.
Stephen Donnelly, the Minister for Health, has also told
the Dáil that it was “inevitable” there would be additional costs for the project due to
Covid-19.
However, the NPHDB is
adamant that any Covid-19
related costs under the guaranteed maximum price contract will have to be paid by
BAM rather than the state.
“The main contractor is
obliged to meet its contractual
obligations, should it fail to,
the construction costs must
be borne by the contractor,”
it said.

BAM was in dispute with
the board during the summer,
as it sought unsuccessfully to
get compensation payments
for the effects of the threemonth construction shutdown on the project.
The board’s position was
that unlike other public
projects, BAM had assumed
responsibility for unforeseen
risks – such as the Covid-19
pandemic.
Although construction
sites were allowed to reopen
on May 18 last, BAM did not
return to the site until July 13.
The NPHDB said this had exacerbated the existing delays
that it had already noticed
before Covid-19.
“At that time, the NPHDB
was of the view that the time
could have been made up. To
date, it [BAM] has not made
up that lost time,” it said.
A spokesman for BAM said
it was introducing longer
working hours on the site and
other mitigation measures.
“BAM is increasing the current number of just over 1,000
[workers] gradually to ensure
the safety of all,” he said.
The spokesman also said
that NPHBD has still not provided BAM with a “fully completed, co-ordinated design”
for the hospital project.
There is an ongoing dispute
between BAM and the NPHDB
over the cost of building the
hospital, known as Phase B,
due in the High Court next
month.

BY MICHAEL BRENNAN

Danny Healy-Rae: ‘Michael was never offered a ministry’

Rollingnews

Shane Ross, the former Minister for
Transport, has accused Danny HealyRae of being an "embarrassment" who
is holding back the career of his brother
Michael Healy-Rae.
The outburst is an escalation of his
long-running feud with the two independent Kerry TDs, which began when
they opposed his plans to introduce
an automatic driving ban for all drink
drivers.
In his book, In Bed with the Blueshirts, Ross praised Michael Healy-Rae
for having “impressive national and
global knowledge that he often deliberately hides under a Kilgarvan bushel”.
But he claimed that Michael was
being held back in his career by his
brother Danny. “Michael’s big problem
is not his own shortcomings. His problem is Danny. He needs his brother to
boost the priceless family brand that
delivers two seats in Kerry, but Danny’s
inane interventions on nearly every
subject sometimes make Michael look
like a clown by association,” he wrote.
Ross wrote about how it was “rumoured” that Danny Healy-Rae had
denied his brother a chance to be a
minister in the 2016 Fine Gael-led
minority government by refusing to
support such a move.
“At the end of the day, Michael was in
line for a ministry until he couldn’t be
sure of delivering a second vote. Danny
sank his sibling,” he wrote.
Responding to queries from the
Business Post, Danny Healy-Rae said
the claim by Ross that he had blocked
his brother’s chances of a ministry in
the 2016 programme for government
negotiations was wrong.
“Nothing could be further from the
truth. Michael was never offered a ministry. He has said that himself,” he said.
Danny Healy-Rae said he and his
brother had always worked well to-

gether. He questioned if Ross wanted
to blame him for the loss of the latter’s
seat in the Dublin-Rathdown constituency in the general election.
“Let him at it. I got elected. He didn’t.
He made several mistakes and miscalculations. And maybe that’s what
happened him. I’ve no interest in his
book and I won’t be buying it,” he said.
Michael Healy-Rae has previously
said that Enda Kenny, the former Taoiseach, did discuss the prospect of him
becoming Minister for Rural Affairs in
the 2016 programme for government
negotiations but had never formally
offered it to him. He told the Business
Post that he did not want to revisit the
past, but had been very disappointed
by Ross’s drink-driving legislation and
his failure to fund a new car ferry for
Valentia Island.
“Things like that were personally
upsetting. The whole thing about personalities is only a sideshow. A person’s
performance is what I’m interested in.
It’s the work they do,” he said.
In his book, Ross is critical of many
other government ministers and opposition politicians. He revealed details
of text messages he had received from
other ministers. And he also described
how he had played a prank on Paschal
Donohoe, the Finance Minister, after
spotting him in The Wolseley, a restaurant in London, with friends and family.
He rang up Donohoe a few days later,
using his “best broad Dublin accent”.
“I pretended to be a constituent who
had heard that he, a man of the people from Dublin’s inner city, had been
wining and dining in a posh London
restaurant. Was he in the Wolseley in
Piccadilly on Sunday, I asked? It was a
long way from The Wolseley he’d been
reared,” he wrote.
Ross later admitted to Donohoe it
was a ruse, but added that it was to
Donohoe’s “eternal credit that he regularly tells that story against himself”.

Fast-track housing scheme delivers fewer than 700 homes
BY KILLIAN WOODS

The fast-track housing
scheme, set up to accelerate
the construction of tens of
thousands of homes, has delivered fewer than 700 units,
the Business Post can reveal.
The Strategic Housing Development (SHD) system was
created in 2017 in a bid to fasttrack the planning application process for large-scale
housing developments of 100
residential units or more.
A total of 43,000 homes,

including houses and apartments, have been given the
go-ahead through the fasttrack process.
Analysis of completion
notices filed on the Building
Control Management System
(BCMS), conducted by the
Business Post, has shown that
674 units of the 43,000 units
approved have been completed to date.
The homes that have been
built through the SHD scheme
are based in Dublin (202
units), Kildare (318 units),

Cork (105 units) and Meath
(49 units).
As previously highlighted
by this newspaper, the commencement of construction
on the 43,000 homes approved has been persistently
low.
Developers have argued a
lot of the planning permissions were only recently approved.
They said it can take between six months to a year
to start construction after
approval is received.

More than 17,000 of the
43,000 units approved had
planning permission approved more than one year
ago, while 32,000 units have
had permission for more than
six months.
Developers have been accused by Sinn Féin, the Social
Democrats and People Before Profit of using the SHD
scheme as a means to speculate on the price of land and
flip sites.
Before any works take
place on a site with planning

permission, developers are
required to file a commencement notice with BCMS.
Data published on the
BCMS shows that commencement notices have been filed
in relation to 49 fast-track
developments.
These 49 housing projects
have the potential to deliver
up to 12,000 homes, which
includes 4,800 houses and
7,500 apartments, but some of
these commencement notices
do not reflect that building
has begun.

Analysis of the commencement notices shows that
many developers only outlined their intention to clear a
site or demolish structures in
preparation for development.
In some instances, commencement notices have
been lodged and no works
have taken place.
Last week, officials from
An Bord Pleanála and the
Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage
appeared before the Joint
Oireachtas Committee on

Housing, Local Government
and Heritage to discuss the
SHD system.
The fast-track scheme was
due to expire at the end of
2021, but this date has been
pushed out to 2022 as a result of the pandemic, it was
confirmed at the committee
sitting.
At the committee, the Department was asked about
claims by property developers
that the fast-track planning
system was largely the developers’ idea and the state took it

on “lock, stock and barrel and
stuck it into the new housing
bill” in 2017.
Terry Sheridan, principal
officer at the Department, said
the suggestion of the SHD system being created on foot of
lobbying by developers “is not
a fair comment”.
Last week, it also emerged
that new “use it or lose it”
measures, aimed at preventing developers from sitting on
granted planning permissions
for homes, will be published
“in the coming months”.
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State is paying
€2,300 a month
for social homes

Soldiers from the
Reserve Defence
Force, taking part
in a field training
exercise on the
Glen of Imaal in
Co Wicklow

Rent being paid to developers in Dún LaoghaireRathdown is far above current average for the area
BY KILLIAN WOODS

The state spent an average of
€2,300 a month for each social housing unit in the Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown area
last year.
Developers are required to
provide 10 per cent of units in
new residential developments
to the state for social housing.
Under Part V of the Planning
and Development Act, developers can sell or lease the
homes to a local authority, or
they can provide land banks.
Analysis by the Business Post
has shown an increasing trend
of developers opting to lease
homes to the state instead of
selling the units.
Last year, local authorities leased more than 8,400
homes on a long-term basis
for social housing at a cost of
nearly €63 million.
New figures released
as part of a parliamentary question asked by Cian
O’Callaghan, the Social Democrats TD, has shown that Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council spent more than

€2,300 a month per unit to
lease social homes from private owners.
The rent being paid per
unit is significantly above
the rent levels in the Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown area. According to the latest Residential Tenancies Board report, the
standardised average rent in
the area was €1,800 a month.
O’Callaghan said the
monthly cost of renting these
homes by the state could fund
the purchase of an investment
property worth €450,000
over a period of 16 years.
“It’s very poor value for
money in the long term. Effectively what the state and
councils will be doing is paying off the build costs for a
housing unit, getting use of it
for 15 or 20 years, and at that
point it could revert back to
the landlord and the state then
has no social housing unit,”
O’Callaghan said.
The final decision on
whether to buy or lease a
social housing unit in new
residential developments is
made by the housing section

of the local authority.
Social homes being leased
by local authorities are typically locked into agreements
with set rents for periods of
15 to 30 years.
The trend of councils
choosing to lease units for
social housing has come as
local authorities are quoted
significant purchase costs for
Part V housing.
Dublin City Council will
be expected to pay €521,377
for two-bed and €472,797
for one-bed apartments in
Cairn Homes’s new residential development on former
RTÉ lands at Donnybrook,
Dublin 4. The local authority
will purchase 61 apartments
in total, at a total cost of €30.2
million.
On another site nearby, on
Eglinton Road, Dublin City
Council has also entered a
preliminary agreement to
purchase 18 luxury apartments in a new residential
block. A one-bed apartment
will cost the council €469,177,
while a two-bed will cost
€762,916.

Reserves could go overseas for first time
BY AIDEN CORKERY

Members of the Reserve Defence Forces could soon be
able to go on overseas missions as part of new legislation
being brought forward by the
government.
Simon Coveney got cabinet
approval last week to amend
the existing legislation and allow reservists to support the
Permanent Defence Force on
a voluntary basis both within
the state and overseas.
The Reserve Defence Force
(RDF) comprises the Army

Reserve, the Naval Service
Reserve and the First Line Reserve. They have a combined
strength of 1,877 personnel.
Reservists have never been
allowed to go on overseas
missions before.
There have been a number
of complaints by TDs that the
Reserve has been neglected
in recent years, with David
Stanton, a Fine Gael TD, complaining last month that it was
“almost on life support at this
stage”.
Coveney, who serves as the
Minister for Defence as well

Dingle Distillery investors rue Revenue’s
‘frustrating’ ruling on tax relief eligibility
BY RÓISÍN BURKE

A group of investors in Dingle
Distillery have been left waiting several years for returns
after the Revenue Commissioners took the view that the
tax-friendly scheme through
which they put in funds was
not eligible for relief.
In December 2017, around
50 investors availed of the
Employment Investment
Incentive Scheme (EIIS) run
by the company, an artisan
distiller of whiskey, gin and
vodka.
However, Revenue refused
to certify the investments,
taking the view that Dingle
Whiskey Distillery Ltd was
not a qualifying company for
EIIS purposes. It has made the
same decision in relation to a
subsequent 2018 investment
fundraising.
Elliott Hughes, managing
director of Dingle Distillery,

said that the company had
raised €1.8 million to fund
expanding its gin and whiskey
production from individual
investors who put in amounts
ranging from €10,000 to
€150,000 each.
“It’s extremely frustrating
for us,” Hughes said. “In 2019,
we had to withdraw because
we didn’t have confidence
in the Revenue, which was
a difficulty for us, not having
that investment.”
The company has referred
the Revenue’s refusal to the
Tax Appeals Commission.
It’s unlikely a decision will
be made before the middle
of 2021.
Hughes said he is confident
the Revenue decision will be
reversed on appeal.
The issue has no impact on
investors’ wider investment,
due to redeem at the end of a
four-year term, he said.
Under the scheme investors

could avail of up to 40 per cent
tax relief, a move aimed at
encouraging the funding of
Irish small and medium enterprises. Someone putting in
€20,000 would hope to avail
of a tax benefit of 40 per cent
or €8,000.
The normal process is that
the Revenue issues approval
for qualifying schemes within
six to nine months, through
which EIIS investors claim
back their tax relief. Three
years on, they are still waiting.
Dingle raised €6 million through seven previous successful EIIS
schemes, beginning
in 2009, and this
was the first time
Revenue had de-

cided that the company did
not qualify, Hughes said.
The Revenue’s issue centres on the view that the €2
million investment amount
Dingle had originally project-

Elliot Hughes,
managing
director of
Dingle Distillery

ed to raise in its business plan
of 2009 had been exceeded.
Dingle’s tax and legal advice, however, is that a company can continue to raise
investment funds via EIIS,
provided it does not exceed
a maximum allowed of €15
million; that the follow-on
investment was foreseen in
its original business plan; and
that the company remains an
SME.
The Dingle Whiskey Distillery opened in 2012 in a tin
shed in the Co Kerry town
of the same name. It was
set up by Hughes’s father,
Oliver, with Liam Lahart
and Peter Mosley.
The trio also founded the Porterhouse
Brewing Company in Dublin’s
Temple Bar in
1996.
Oliver Hughes
died in 2016.

as for Foreign Affairs, said the
future of the Reserve is one of
a number of issues that will be
examined by the upcoming
Commission on the Defence
Forces, which could be established as early as the end
of this month.
He acknowledged that Reserve numbers are “not where
they should be”.
The minister said he wanted
to see a single Defence Forces policy where the Reserve
would work in tandem with
the Permanent Defence Forces.

He added that he was committed to making the Reserve
more attractive.
“People do not join the Reserve to do nothing. They are
not there just to say they are a
member of the Reserve. They
join up because they want to
be part of the action and to
make a contribution through
training and putting that
training to use,” Coveney said.
“What is required is a really
proactive recruitment campaign that is public, targets
the right people and offers,
through a communications

campaign, options that will
interest and excite people and
encourage them to join up. We
are going to focus on both elements,” he added.
As well as reviewing the
role of the Reserve Defence
Forces, the Commission on
the Defence Forces will examine arrangements for the
effective defence of the country at land, air and sea; pay
and allowances; and command and control structures.
Draft terms of reference for
the commission are currently
being finalised.

€20m film and TV studio in
the works for Co Wexford
BY RÓISÍN BURKE

The duo behind Tara Studios,
a new film and television
venture in Co Wexford, will
seek €20 million in funding
and aim to have the studio
operational by early 2022 if
planning permission allows.
John Gleeson, a film and TV
tax expert, and Ivan Dunleavy,
the former head of Pinewood
Studios in England, are the
founders and promoters of
the venture.
They have applied for permission to build it at Borleagh
Manor outside Gorey.
“If we are not tied up in a
prolonged planning proces,
we would hope to be operational by late 2021 or early 2022,” Gleeson said. “It’s
ambitious, but if certain aspects of the planning process
are achieved by February or
March, then a fair amount of
groundwork could be completed.

“Wexford County Council
has been very supportive.”
Borleagh Manor is an
18th-century house on 160
acres with a perimeter of
woodland. Both the house
and the grounds would be
available for clients for location filming.
Gleeson and Dunleavy
plan to secure a large studio
drama client to occupy all or
most of the 150,000 square
foot facility, which will have
seven sound stages. A further
90,000 square feet of space
will be taken up by related
production facilities.
“We’re tracking the market
and we’re connected to that
market,” Gleeson said. “If the
stars aligned, a production of
the calibre of Game of Thrones
would take almost the entire
facility for three to five years.”
Taking a view that the
demand for content among
streaming service providers
like Netflix and Apple, along

with Brexit, have boosted
Ireland’s attraction as a production location, the pair have
been working on the plan for
over two years.
“We’ve done a lot of business together. Ivan has a
complementary skillset, so
we make a good business
team,” Gleeson said.
Borleagh Manor was acquired for around €3 million,
and a detailed planning application, some 600 pages long,
has now been submitted.
“We are talking to private
equity and asset managers
seeking to raise about €20
million,” Gleeson said.
Borleagh Manor was once
home to matinee idol and
Robin Hood actor Richard
Greene, who counted Elizabeth Taylor, Richard Burton
and Cary Grant among his
guests during his time there.
He later sold it to Charlie
Gambrill, an Irish-American
businessman.
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The redeveloped
Dolphin House in
Dublin 8 has won
design awards
Bryan Meade

Experts insist standardised design
needed to deliver social housing
An argument is growing for standard layouts
and fixtures in social housing to speed up
building times and save money

Michael Brennan
Political Editor

T

he residents of the
1950s-era Dolphin House
inner city flat complex in
Dublin 8 once had sewage
coming up through their
sinks. Now they are living
in redeveloped apartments that have
won design awards.
It might be assumed that this design
excellence in Dublin would be copied
in many of the other social housing
schemes given special permission
by the government to remain under
construction during the Covid-19 pandemic. But, in a case of what has been
described as “reinventing the wheel”,
every single social housing project
funded from this year’s record €3.3
billion programme must be designed
from scratch.
This makes sense when it comes to
the external appearance and the layout
of the houses or apartments, because
nobody wants to go back to the era of
identical-looking social housing all
over the country.
But a growing number of experts
are making the point that it is entirely
possible to have reusable designs for
the bedrooms, kitchens and toilets of
the houses and apartments, as well as
standard specifications for windows,
doors and insulation.
Instead, councils have to go through
a drawn-out process for the interior
design of each new social housing
project involving up to three separate
architects and three separate quantity
surveyors. The council has its own architect and quantity surveyor, so does
the council’s builder, and so does the
Department of Housing.
According to informed sources, time
is wasted in arguing about the right
windows, doors and bedroom sizes.
Even the most minor changes have to
be signed off by the architects in the
Department of Housing.

A rooftop or a basement
plant garden?

A Business Post analysis of a longplanned social housing development,
on the site of a former Eircom building
near Clondalkin village in Dublin, has
shown how messy these design disputes can be.
There have been clashes about the
size of the 93 houses and apartments,
the design of the railings and whether
the complex should have a plant garden on the rooftop or in the basement.
The negotiations between the design
teams in South Dublin County Council
and in the Department of Housing has
played out over the past two years.

Nothing has been built yet on the site
on the Old Nangor Road, around one
kilometre from Clondalkin village.
According to documents released
under the Freedom of Information
Act, the design team for South Dublin
County Council wanted some of the
three-bed apartments to be 95 square
metres. The Department of Housing’s
design team thought this was too big,
so the council reduced them to 92
square metres.
The council design team suggested
putting in railings around the apartments at ground floor level so that
each resident would have their own
private patio area, but the Department
of Housing thought that the patio
railings would be too expensive. The
council’s design team agreed to enclose the patios with a “privet hedge”
instead, “with a view to reducing
costs”.
There was also a disagreement
about the basement plant room that
the council design team wanted. The
Department of Housing questioned
whether it would be cheaper to put the
plant room on the rooftop. The council’s design team disagreed, saying that
putting it in the basement was “no
more expensive than a roof top alternative”.
All of this toing and froing took time.
The first plans for the 93 homes on the
old Eircom site were published in January 2019.
The council received “stage one” approval from the Department of Housing for the initial design in September
2019. The most recent files released
to the Business Post show that the
council was still awaiting “stage two
and stage three approval” from the department in October 2020, with final
“stage four” approval still required.
Michael Fitzmaurice, the independent Galway-Roscommon TD, said
this “over and back” process had to be
stopped by bringing in standard internal designs for social housing.
“It’s a no-brainer. If we have a good
design of a house, well laid out, after
that all you have to do is copy and
paste,” he said.
Fitzmaurice said that using standard internal designs would also drive
down the cost of building social
housing.
Orla Hegarty, an architect and associate professor in the UCD school of
architecture, agreed that using standardised components could significant
reduce the cost of social housing.
“We’re in a perfect position to go
out to Europe and to have a public

one council housing official told her.
Another official described being
at social housing meetings with the
Department of Housing where its staff
might say: ‘You know that gable now,
if we put in another window there’. Or
‘move that window’. “It’s just crazy,
it’s micromanaging the system completely,” the official said.
The Department of Housing has always justified its lengthy approval process by saying that it needed to ensure
that social housing was well designed
and good value for money.
There are obvious human and financial costs when design disputes delay
the completion of social housing. Parents and children have to stay longer
in unsuitable emergency accommodation in hotels and bed and breakfasts, for which the state has to pay a
premium. In urban locations, it is also
far more expensive for the state to rent
homes for people through the Housing
Assistance Payment than to build social housing directly.
Reynolds said that every delay in
completing a social housing project
was costly, given that construction
price inflation was 6 per cent in 2018
and 7 per cent in 2019.
“So that meant that if you took
two years to give the go-ahead, your
building was automatically 15 per cent
more expensive,” he said.

procurement for 10,000 bathroom
fittings and 20,000 front doors and
other components like kitchen fittings,
light fittings and heating. That’s where
all the cost goes in, in your house,
and standardising of that would make
enormous sense,” she said.
She expressed concerns that standardising the internal layout of the
bedrooms, kitchens and toilets in
social houses would create a focus on
squeezing in as many units as possible,
making them too small for future use.
“In terms of long-term housing,
building space at the beginning is
incredibly future-proofed, because
you can then have an extra child in
the apartment, or you can work from
home or people with disabilities can
use them,” she said.

‘Cookie-cutter’ houses
now highly sought after

The idea of having standard design layouts for social housing is not new. Most
people will be familiar with the standard-issue council houses that were
built for decades. Herbert Simms, the
famous English-born Dublin housing
architect, often reused internal designs
as he delivered 17,000 public homes in
the city between 1932 and his untimely death by suicide in 1948.
Mel Reynolds, an architect, said
these former standard design houses
were now very sought after because
they were “very well-built” and in established areas.
“The funny thing is now that those
sort of cookie-cutter corporation
houses that people would have been
turning their noses up years ago at are
selling for half a million euro around
Dublin,” he said.
Professor Michelle Morris, the head
of UCD’s School of Social Policy, said
the standard designs used in the past
was the reason why council houses
in Cabra in Dublin were the same as
council housing in Gurranabraher in
Cork and parts of Limerick. “It was
done to keep costs down,” she said.
But in recent decades, the state has
moved to individual designs for the
exteriors and interiors of all social
housing.
Norris said that standardising the
interior designs could make sense.
She added that it should then be
enough for the council’s architect, and
a contractor’s architect to decide on
the design rather than bringing in the
Department of Housing’s architect as
well.
“I cannot see the point of having
any oversight over the design of local
social housing from the Department of
Housing at all.
“I’ve never seen the logic of going
through a third round of design review,” she said.
She said she carried out a study on
the future of council housing in which
council officials themselves privately
described the department’s “triple-tick” system as “bonkers”.
“If you wanted to design a system
that won’t allow anything to happen
at a point in time when there is capital
available, you’ve got one in Ireland,”

Reducing the 59-week
target time

There’s
an official
reluctance to
get involved in
housebuilding
because they
just don’t want
to do it

Housing experts believe that standardised layouts could reduce the
59-week target time for social housing projects to go through the Department of Housing’s lengthy approval
process. During the recent financial
crash, it was actually eight stages
long but in recent years, the number
of approval stages has been reduced
to four.
The Department of Housing does not
publish statistics on how often the 59week approval target time is reached,
and was unable to supply any details
to the Business Post.
It has contributed to a situation
where just one-third of social houses
are directly built by councils on publicly owned land each year. The other
two thirds are delivered by private developers on private sites or by affordable housing bodies. Unlike the councils, they do not have to get any prior
design approval from the Department
of Housing. But the department still
pays for the houses in question.
Reynolds said this was despite government studies showing that it was
cheaper for councils to tender and
build social housing on their own sites,
rather than buying it directly from
developers.
“There’s an official reluctance to get
involved in housebuilding because
they just don’t want to do it. They prefer to pay any money than to actually
build,” he said.
The Department of Housing has a
fast-track, single-stage process for
smaller social housing projects worth
under €6 million. Housing experts
believe this should apply to all social

housing projects.
Hegarty said there was no reason for
the Department of Housing to have a
current 59-week processing time for
large social housing projects.
“It isn’t going through some rigorous
technical vaccine trial. To be honest, I
think they have bought into a way that
suits them to do things. It’s very poor
value for money,” she said.

Bureaucratic inertia or
deliberate delaying?

Back in 2017, the powerful City and
County Managers Association was
asked by the Department of Housing to find ways of speeding up the
delivery of social housing. One of its
recommendations was standard layout
designs, saying this would eliminate
the need to “constantly reinvent the
wheel in detailed house design drawings for every project”.
It pointed out that this would give
architects more time to concentrate
on the “singularly important area of
housing layout design for housing
schemes”.
Since that report three years ago,
there has been no sign of any standard
design layouts from the Department of
Housing. This may be a case of turkeys
not wanting to vote for Christmas — as
any simplification of the four-stage
social housing approval process could
reduce the number of architects,
quantity surveyors and other staff required by the department.
When asked about the three-year
delay, the Department of Housing said
that it had to prioritise housing delivery during the Covid-19 pandemic.
It also mentioned the need to create
standard design layouts for social
housing which reflect new higher
building height regulations and new
building regulations for “age friendly”
open plan apartments.
The department told the Business
Post that a new “standard internal
house layouts manual” will be distributed shortly to councils.
“Dependent on the extent of feedback from local authorities, it is hoped
to have the document ready for publication in quarter two 2021,” he said.
The manual will contain sample
internal layouts to show how a variety
of house types and apartments can
be designed to meet the department‘s
“target floor areas”. This is a big issue
for the department because it wants
councils to fit in as many houses and
apartments as possible on sites to reduce costs.
“Adopting a sample floor layout will
lead to more compact and economic
layouts,” the department spokesman
said. It will, however, be voluntary
rather than mandatory for councils to
use the new layouts.
It is too simplistic to lay the blame
for the delays in social housing all at
the door of the Department of
Housing.
But it would appear to have the
power in its own hands to speed things
up, by bringing in standard layout
designs for social housing and a single-stage approval process.
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Observers
believe all signs
point to Stripe
going public
BY BARRY J WHYTE

A string of recent hires by Stripe
has convinced some market
experts that the Collison brothers’ payment processing firm is
preparing to go public.
Last week, the company
hired Shannon Brayton, a
veteran of several high-profile tech companies, including
eBay, Yahoo, and LinkedIn, as
its new global head of communications.
Brayton has specific experience in handling initial
public offerings (IPO), and
was headhunted by LinkedIn
in 2010 to guide it through its
IPO, based on her experience
of having done the same for
another company, OpenTable,
in 2009.
According to a leaked internal email, Brayton will report to John Collison, Stripe’s
co-founder and president,
who wrote that her “experience in running communications functions at scale and
shaping corporate narratives
for some of the most impressive Silicon Valley companies
will be invaluable to us as we
grow”.
Brayton’s hiring follows
the appointment in August of
Dhivya Suryadevara as chief
financial officer. Suryadevara
had previously been the chief
financial officer at General Motors, the billion-dollar
carmaker.
Stripe has also recently
hired Mike Clayville, previously at Amazon Web Services, as its chief revenue officer, as well as Trish Walsh,
previously at Voya Financial,
as its new general counsel.
According to Jay Ritter, a
professor of finance at the
University of Florida who is

known as “Mr IPO” for his expertise on the topic, the hiring
of Brayton and Suryadevara in
particular was a strong signal
the company is considering
going public.
“It is very common for a
company that is planning
to go public to hire a communications executive or a
CFO that has public company
experience – or even better
yet, has helped take another company public,” he told
the Business Post. “Companies
that don’t have such plans
wouldn’t necessarily look for
a communications director, or
for a CFO with public company experience.”
That view was shared by
Santosh Rao, a partner and the
head of research at Manhattan
Venture Research, who said
that all the signs suggested
Stripe was preparing to go
public.
“If it walks like a duck and
quacks like a duck, it’s probably a duck,” he said.
“I follow 400 companies
and I keep a track of their progression towards IPO and one
of the telltale signs I look for,
outside of the business model
and everything else, are the
new funding rounds and the
new hires.”
The hiring of a new communications chief and a new
head of finance was a sign that
“they want to become a regular company”.
Both Rao and Ritter said
the broader market conditions were also perfect, and
had been taken advantage of
by other high-profile fintech
companies.
“The macro-environment is
very supportive to becoming
a public company: there’s a
risk-on sentiment; there’s a

scarcity factor for high-growth
companies; and the digital
payment space was growing
but this pandemic has pulled
the timeline forward,” he said.
Stripe has consistently
denied it has any plans to
go public, most recently last
December when co-founder
John Collison told the Irish Independent the company had
“no plans” for an IPO.
However, Rao and Ritter
said the company could go
public in a number of different formats, such as a direct
listing or through a special
purpose acquisition vehicle
(known as a SPAC).
According to Ritter: “With
a direct listing the stock just
starts trading with no need for
a formal IPO, and just recently
the Securities and Exchange
Commission approved a
proposal from the New York
Stock Exchange that allows
companies to do a capital raise
at the same time.”
Bloomberg, the financial
newswire, recently reported
that the company, which is
valued at $36 billion, is aiming
for a $100 billion valuation in
the next two years.
Ritter said that meant Stripe
could go public without the
cost of paying expensive bankers, a subsequent price slump,
or burdensome lock-ups of
their shares, while also being
able to raise fresh capital.
“My prediction,” said Rao,
“is it’s going to happen this
year, probably in the second
half of the year, because the
macro-environment is so
conducive. With all this liquidity and more fiscal stimulus coming in, people are still
looking for high growth companies and payment companies are hot.”

CGI of the proposed
white-water rafting
facility in George’s Dock

DCC to begin construction of
white-water facility in autumn
The cost of the controversial
project has spiralled from an
initial €12m to €25m, according to
contract tenders issued last week
BY AARON ROGAN
AND KILLIAN WOODS

Dublin City Council is set
to start construction on its
controversial white-water
rafting facility in George’s
Dock within months, new
documents show.
The council’s estimated
cost of the project has grown
to €25 million, from an initial
figure of €12 million, contract
tenders issued last week also
reveal.
The council is seeking expressions of interest from
construction firms who
have the ability to complete
the specialist development,
which it believes will take 18
months to build. It states that

Collison brothers lend backing
to drone start-up Manna Aero
BY AARON ROGAN

The billionaire Collison brothers have backed Irish drone
delivery start-up Manna Aero,
according to its founder Bobby
Healy.
The start-up has been trialling its service in Oranmore,
Co Galway, in recent months
and has applied for a licence to
operate under new EU drone
regulations, which came into
force last month.
Manna was the first company to apply to the Irish Aviation Authority (IAA) for such
a licence which would give
it access to all EU countries
and a market of 500 million
consumers.
Healy said yesterday that

the company was now backed
by John and Patrick Collison,
the Limerick-born brothers
behind the Stripe payments
platform.
“The only thing better
than an endorsement from
a fellow founder is an endorsement from the biggest fellow founders on the
planet right now: Thanks to
John and Patrick Collison for
your investment in @MannaAero – means a lot,” Healy
tweeted.
He declined to comment
further on the details of the
investment.
The start-up was backed
by $10 million in finance by
the end of last year. Healy
told the Business Post in Oc-

tober that Manna planned to
raise more funds this year
and set up a high-tech manufacturing operation ahead
of taking on the US and other
markets.
Manna’s other backers
include PayPal co-founder
Peter Thiel’s Founders Fund,
which has invested in other
drone companies as well as
in Airbnb, and Elon Musk’s
SpaceX. Thiel was the first
outside investor in Facebook
and an early backer of LinkedIn.
There is powerful competition in the emerging drone
delivery space, as Google and
Amazon have developed their
own services and were granted Federal Aviation Authori-

ty approval to operate in the
United States in 2019. Uber is
also trialling food deliveries
by drone.
The Collisons have an active
interest in aviation, owning a
Diamond DA42 plane together. John Collison’s personal
blog states that he has spent
1,196 hours flying a range of
planes. He has also invested in
Boom, a supersonic passenger
jet maker.
Patrick Collison is also a
keen pilot, and flew the Diamond DA42 from Miami to
Cuba in March 2016, where
he was part of a delegation
put together by the Obama
administration to open economic links between the two
countries.

Hundreds of luxury apartments owned
by US firm in Dublin remain empty
BY KILLIAN WOODS AND
SARAH TAAFFE-MAGUIRE

Hundreds of luxury apartments lie vacant at two of
Dublin’s most prominent
rental blocks controlled by a
billion-dollar US fund.
A detailed analysis of the
Residential Tenancies Board
(RTB) register by the Business
Post has shown nearly fourfifths of the 246 apartments
in phase three of Clancy Quay
in Dublin 8 are empty.
Nearly half of the apartments in Capital Dock, a
190-apartment, 22-storey
built-to-let tower in Dublin’s
Docklands are also vacant.
Both developments are
controlled by Kennedy Wilson, the US real estate firm,
which has more than 2,000
rental units in its Irish portfolio.
The vacant apartments at
Capital Dock were put on
the rental market in January
2019, while the empty units in
Clancy Quay were completed
and brought to market in the

second quarter of last year.
The slow uptake of the rental units comes in the middle of
a severe shortage of housing
stock in the Irish capital. According to Daft.ie, the property website, there are only
2,700 properties available to
rent in Dublin city.
Over a decade, availability of rental stock trended
downwards in Dublin from
a peak of 8,000 in 2009. Dublin-based rentals available on
Daft.ie doubled at one stage
last year to roughly 3,000,
but are trending downwards
again.
The majority of the vacant
apartments controlled by
Kennedy Wilson are located
in Clancy Quay, the largest
private rental complex in
Ireland.
Analysis of the RTB database has shown more than
190 of the 246 apartments in
phase three of Clancy Quay
are vacant.
Rents in the new wing of
Clancy Quay start at €1,900
for a one-bed, €2,200 for a

two-bed, and €2,700 for a
three-bedroom unit.
Capital Dock, a 190-apartment, 22-storey built-to-let
tower in Dublin’s Docklands
was completed in late 2018.
There are more than 90 apartments still vacant in the development.
Price for two-beds in Capital Dock range from €2,970 to
€4,200 per month. A one-bed
costs €2,800, while a threebed costs €3,900 monthly.
A spokesman for Kennedy Wilson said leasing of the
apartments at Capital Dock
and Clancy Quay has progressed in line with the firm’s
business plan.
The trend of apartment vacancy is not unique to Ireland;
cities across Europe all face
the issue.
In a bid to tackle empty apartments, Barcelona
brought in legislation empowering the city to compulsorily acquire apartments
vacant for two or more years
for only half of the market
rate, and to fine owners up

to €900,000.
Enacting such measures
isn’t possible in Ireland, according to Deirdre Ní Fhloinn,
barrister and lecturer in construction law.
Local authorities can compulsorily purchase property
for use as social housing, but
the owners have to be compensated at the full market
rate.
Currently, there is no legal
regime to fine owners of vacant apartments.
“There is no lawful basis
for the government to fine
the owners of vacant apartments simply due to the fact
that they are not occupied”,
Ní Fhloinn said.
Vacant apartments also fall
outside the scope of the vacant site levy.
“In the absence of legislation [which would undoubtedly be subject to constitutional challenge], it would
not be possible for the Irish
government to penalise property owners for failing to use
their land,” Ní Fhloinn said.

the anticipated start date on
works is this autumn.
Funding has yet to be
secured for the project but
extensive planning has
been put in place at a cost of
€560,000 last year. Councillors approved the project
at a vote in December 2019,
despite concerns being raised
that its estimated costs had
grown from €12 million to
€22.8 million.
Council management
has said the reasons for the
cost increases are because
of the need to build a water treatment plant and the
construction of two new
buildings, instead of refurbishing the former Dublin
Docklands Development

Authority building.
The white-water rafting
centre will involve converting
the early 19th-century dock
into a mechanically-propelled rafting facility, with a
water polo pitch on a central
island and an emergency service training centre.
The 100m by 70m basin is
located between the IFSC and
the CHQ building, next to the
river Liffey.
The council hopes the facility will be used for “elite
kayak slalom squad training”; for national and international white-water kayaking events; for canoe polo and
water polo matches; as well
as for tourist and recreational
rafting.
Dublin Fire Brigade has
said it will also be used for
training. A “floodable urban
street” is part of the construction plans, and will be used to
simulate flooded areas.
The council believes that
€13 million of the project cost
could be covered through

government grants, with a
further €4.9 million from
development levies, and €4
million from capital reserves.
Documents circulated
this weekend state that “the
successful tenderer will be
required to demonstrate a
high degree of environmental awareness. This project
will be a flagship project for
the roll out by Dublin City
Council of environmental
design best practice regarding climate change matters.
Contractors must note their
enthusiastic participation in
this initiative is required”.
Contracts will be awarded
in the summer after an evaluation of tenders which must
be submitted by February 22,
according to the council.
Anthony Flynn, an independent councillor who
co-founded the Inner City
Helping Homeless charity,
described the issuing of the
tender as “an absolute joke”.
“The farce that money is
coming from government

grants, it’s all taxpayers money. Redirect it to frontline services,” he said.
The idea for a white-water facility in George’s Dock
was first proposed by assistant chief executive Richard
Shakespeare, shortly after his
appointment to Dublin City
Council in 2017.
It is modelled on a similar
facility operated by Cardiff,
and council management believe it will be profitable from
its second year after opening
as it will attract over 36,000
visitors per year.
Dublin City Council’s
Docklands Office has been
considering for some time
various plans for George’s
Dock, which was a major
eyesore.
Nial Ring, the previous
Lord Mayor of Dublin, described the project as a “white
elephant”. Hazel Chu, the
current Lord Mayor, voted
against the project in 2019 because she believed the money
should be spent elsewhere.
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Opposition to
state’s €75m
shared equity
scheme grows

From left: Kevin Barden
of O’Donoghue’s pub,
Gina Murphy of Hugo’s
Restaurant, Katie
Cantwell of KC Peaches
and Richie Barrett of
Bang restaurant on
Merrion Row
Fergal Phillips

Estate agents and TDs point to the failure of a
similar plan in Britain which forced prices up
rather than benefiting buyers
BY KILLIAN WOODS

Fresh pressure is mounting on
the government’s proposed
€75 million shared equity
scheme, with a group representing 1,500 estate agents
and auctioneers now claiming
it will not make housing more
affordable for buyers.
It comes as Sinn Féin plans
to table a private members’
motion next week in a bid to
scrap the scheme from the
Affordable Housing Bill.
The proposed legislation is
modelled on a similar scheme
introduced in Britain in 2013.
Darragh O’Brien, the Minister for Housing, has said the
initiative could support 3,000
home purchases this year.
Last year, groups representing firms in the Irish property
and construction sector lobbied senior members of the
government to create a shared
equity scheme in Ireland.
Last September, Robert
Watt, secretary general of the
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, said the
property industry wanted
an equity scheme because
“it will increase prices”.
In a fresh criticism of the
scheme, Pat Davitt, chief
executive of the Institute of
Professional Auctioneers and
Valuers (IPAV), told the Business Post that the initiative was
the “wrong measure” to drive
the development of more affordable housing.
“It’s the wrong sort of
scheme for what the government is trying to do, which
is make housing affordable.
We see it as a grandiose way
of getting around the Central
Bank rules,” Davitt said.
Mortgage rules set by the
Central Bank restrict people
from borrowing more than
3.5 times their household
income. First-time buyers
must also provide a 10 per

cent deposit.
The Affordable Purchase
Shared Equity Scheme has
been put forward by the government as a way to bridge
the gap between what buyers
can afford and the cost of a
home. The scheme would see
the state take a 30 per cent
stake in the homes of certain
first-time buyers.
Earlier this month, research
presented to the Oireachtas
by the Economic and Social
Research Institute (ESRI)
warned that a shared equity
scheme would “very likely
lead to higher house prices”
in Ireland.
A spokeswoman for O’Brien
said that the scheme would
not push up prices, adding
that regional price caps would
be included in the scheme to
curb inflation.
“The full details of the
scheme are being worked on
with stakeholders including
the pillar banks, Central Bank
and state aid issues with the
EU,” she said. “€75 million has
been allocated to the scheme.
In the context of the overall
€11 billion mortgage market
this is less than 1 per cent.”
Davitt said an increase
in house prices would be
counterproductive for IPAV’s
members.
“A steady market that

Only developers
or landowners
benefited from
the policyinduced price
increases

continues being steady, with
people selling and happy to
sell, and others happy to buy,
is really what agents want,”
he said. “We don’t want this
sort of scenario where houses
are €400,000 today, next year
they’re €500,000, then the
following year they go down
to €300,000.”
A detailed review of Britain’s shared equity scheme
by the London School of Economics said it “stimulated
housing construction in the
wrong areas”, and increased
house prices in London by 6
per cent.
“Only developers or landowners, not new buyers,
benefited from the policy-induced price increases,” the
paper’s authors said.
Davitt said that IPAV was
not consulted on the shared
equity scheme by the government. He said the feedback
from its sister organisation in
Britain was that it had been
ineffective there.
“The associations over there
would tell you the monies
went to places where people
didn’t need it at all,” he said.
Last week, nine Fine Gael
councillors on Dublin City
Council wrote to O‘Brien
to call for the scheme to be
scrapped.
Sinn Féin has lodged a private members’ motion in a bid
to have it removed from the
Affordable Housing Bill. The
matter will be debated in the
Dáil on Wednesday followed
by a vote on Thursday.
“The two recommendations of the motion are very
straightforward: to remove
the shared equity scheme
from the Affordable Housing
Bill, and divert the €75 million
into the serviced sites fund for
direct delivery of affordable
homes by the local authorities,” said Eoin Ó Broin, Sinn
Féin’s housing spokesman.

Collins’s rediscovered
slippers to feature on
new range of gift items
BY BARRY J WHYTE

The National Museum of
Ireland plans to roll out a
range of gift products based
on blue wolf slippers owned
by Michael Collins, the Irish
revolutionary.
The products will include
socks, T-shirts and tote bags,
which will launch next week,
while the museum is also
considering actually reproducing the slippers themselves.
Collins’s ownership of a pair
of vivid blue slippers, bearing a stylised wolf’s head logo,
caused a stir on social media
last week, inspiring the museum to leap into action.
Shane Sterio, retail manager
at the museum, told the Business Post: “I think the slippers
and wolf image have really
captured people’s imaginations and we are looking to
launch some products soon
that will incorporate the wolf
image.
“We hope to have them, or
certainly some of them, available to buy online by the end
of next week.”
The slippers came to
prominence last week
after Brenda Malone,
the museum’s curator of military
history, showed
them to students at Liverpool’s John
Moores University during
an online talk.

Malone told the Business
Post that “the slippers have
added a new dimension to
Michael Collins and have
brought a new humanity
to him”, and that they had
sparked interest among history buffs and people interested in the colour and graphic
design.
The talk had been organised by Dr Gillian O’Brien, a
lecturer in modern Irish history at the university. O’Brien
told the Business Post that the
slippers had been kept by Collins’s friends Bridget and Batt
O’Connor after his death.
Collins had spent a lot of
time in their home between
1918 and 1922 and that Bridget
had given them to the museum in 1958.
O’Brien agreed with Malone
that the slippers “make you
rethink what you know, or
Michael Collins and (inset)
the revolutionary leader’s
slippers
Getty

think you know, about Collins”.
She said: “We know very
little about the slippers –
there’s no label on them so we
don’t know who made them
or where, nor do we know
where they were bought or
what was paid for them.
“I’d be very surprised if
he bought them for himself.
I imagine they were a gift,
but we can only speculate,
which in some ways makes
them even more intriguing,”
O’Brien said.
One company has already
begun making a product
based on the wolf’s head
design. Hairy Baby, which
makes novelty apparel based
on Irish cultural references,
has launched a T-shirt based
on the slippers.
Daragh Murphy, founder of
Hairy Baby, said: “We always
wanted to put Michael Collins
on a Hairy Baby T-shirt, but
we never thought
we’d be putting
his wolf-slippers on first.”

Calls to pedestrianise Merrion
Row to ‘save hundreds of jobs’
BY KILLIAN WOODS

More than a dozen businesses are
backing a campaign to pedestrianise
Merrion Row to create a “cultural
carpet” that links Stephen‘s Green
and Merrion Square.
BOOMR (Business Owners
and Operators of Merrion Row),
which includes Hugo's Restaurant,
Bang Restaurant, the Unicorn and
O'Donoghues, has called for the pedestrianisation of the street as part
of the Dublin city development plan
public consultation process.
The submission by BOOMR said
Merrion Row and the city centre has
been devastated by pandemic-related restrictions.
“There is nothing to draw people
into the city centre. It has been indicated by both the government and

Nphet that we should be socialising
outdoors, but we have no access to
this in our businesses … We need
outdoor seating and dining to be able
to operate,” the proposal said.
The group suggested that the pedestrianisation of the street could
be accommodated if traffic was redirected through Hume Street and
Ely Place.
Gina Murphy, owner of Hugo’s,
told the Business Post that the project
could help save hundreds of jobs on
Merrion Row.
“It would allow Merrion Row to
become a cultural carpet that would
be a pedestrian link between Stephen's Green, Merrion Square, the
galleries and museums. And as part
of that, we could have outdoor dining.
“We would love to put in a band-

stand too. It could really become a
cultural hub.”
Last year, Dublin City Council
pressed ahead with a series of pedestrianisation projects in the wider
Grafton Street area. Cork City Council also removed traffic from several
streets, which created a number of
new al fresco dining quarters.
Murphy said the businesses along
Merrion Row would like to emulate
the Princes Street project in Cork and
the setting of Quay Street in Galway.
“On Quay Street, all the seating
is on the sides, and you walk down
the middle of the street. In Cork on
Princes Street, you walk on the sides
and the seating is down the middle.
We could do this on Merrion Row.”
Murphy previously raised the
matter with Dublin City Council in
2020, but traffic flow issues were

raised as a stumbling block by Dublin City Council.
Hazel Chu, the Lord Mayor of
Dublin, said the flow of traffic from
the left turn off Kildare Street onto
Stephen’s Green was a potential issue. But she added that she would
raise the matter again about how
the area could be modelled to allow
for the pedestrianisation project to
go ahead.
Other Merrion Row businesses
behind the project include, No5
Vinoteca, Popertee, Etto, O’Brien’s
Sandwich Bar, Foley’s pub, Reilly’s
pub, Spar, Caffè Nero, Herbert &
Lansdowne Estate Agents, My Wall
Street, Fly & Dry and McNally Opticians.
Murphy added that the Shelbourne Hotel has also given its
support to the project.

Expertise on a global stage
HSBC Ireland is committed to Irish corporates both locally and overseas. We are proud to have played a part in some of Ireland’s
most high profile corporate transactions in 2020 and would like to thank our clients for their business.

Date: January
Amount: N/A
Role: M&A Advisor, Joint sell
side

Date: February
Amount: N/A
Role: International Cash
Management Provider

Date: February
Amount: N/A
Role: Bilateral Term Loan,
Mandated Lead Arranger

Date: March
Amount: £75m
Role: Club RCF, Joint
Mandated Lead Arranger

Date: March
Amount: €200m
Role: Private Placement, Joint
Placement Agent and Hedging

Date: April
Amount: N/A
Role: International Cash
Management Provider

Date: April
Amount: €30m
Role: Bilateral Term Loan,
Mandated Lead Arranger

Date: July
Amount: €564m
Role: Club RCF, Accordion,
Arranger

Date: July
Amount: N/A
Role: Club Facilities, Joint
Mandated Lead Arranger

Date: August
Amount: N/A
Role: Bilateral Term Loan,
Mandated Lead Arranger

Date: September
Amount: N/A
Role: International Cash
Management Provider

Date: November
Amount: €500m
Role: Bond Issuance, Joint
Lead Arranger

Date: November
Amount: £90m
Role: Equity Placing, Joint
Global Coordinator, Joint
Bookrunner

Date: December
Amount: €107m
Role: Bilateral Term Loan,
Mandated Lead Arranger

Date: December
Amount: €378m
Role: Club RCF, Joint Lender
(€63m)
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Donnelly to
insist on hotel
quarantine list
changes despite
FG opposition
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‘I wouldn’t
quibble
with €1bn,
but I can’t
confirm’

● Minister for Health fears new variants of
Covid-19 could threaten vaccination rollout
● Hotel group Tifco requested to increase
number of available beds to 3,000
BY MICHAEL BRENNAN
POLITICAL EDITOR

Stephen Donnelly is set to
push back against Fine Gael’s
resistance to expanding the
mandatory hotel quarantine
programme, due to his concerns that not doing so could
undermine the vaccination
rollout.
The Business Post understands that Tifco, the group
which operates the quarantine hotels, has been asked to
increase its number of available beds from 650 to up to
3,000, to cope with a potential
increase in the numbers of
those required to quarantine.
The Minister for Health is
determined to add France,
Germany, Italy and the US to
the quarantine list at the next
cabinet meeting, in a move
that will pit him against Leo
Varadkar, the Tánaiste, and
Simon Coveney, the Minister
for Foreign Affairs, who are
still resisting such a step.
Donnelly’s fear is that
any new Covid-19 variants
brought to Ireland by arriving

passengers could push up infection rates here and damage
the vaccination programme.
“Donnelly still fully believes
that countries like France, Italy, Germany and the US need
to be added to the quarantine
list,” a government source
said.
“France is riddled with the
South African variant, which
is resistant to the AstraZeneca vaccine. Other countries
have variants of concern too.
There’s a serious risk that it
could collapse the vaccination
programme.”
The Health Minister‘s plan
emerged last week, but was
not implemented after concerns about the planned extension were raised by the
Department of Foreign Affairs
and the Attorney General.
Both Varadkar and Coveney
raised concerns over capacity
in the hotel system for an increased number of passengers
as well as potential legal issues
in adding EU countries to the
list of mandatory quarantine
countries. Instead of 43 new
countries being added to the

list, as proposed by Donnelly, the final number was 26
and was limited to non-EU
countries.
In a joint statement on
Thursday, the Department
of Health and the Department of Foreign Affairs said
it would consider the advice
on the remaining countries
ahead of the next government
meeting, but the Business Post
understands that Donnelly is
convinced that they should be
added and will be seeking this
at the next meeting.
Any reduction in the effectiveness of the vaccination
programme could endanger
the government‘s plans to reopen hotels and guesthouses
in June, followed by a wider
reopening later in the summer.
It is understood that Donnelly has the legal power,
under the mandatory quarantine legislation, to designate
additional countries without
getting the support of fellow
cabinet ministers like Coveney and Varadkar.
But he will have to get the

Tommy Kelly on the
sale of EShopWorld,
and why he’s
staying put
page 7

backing of Paul Gallagher, the
Attorney General, who has
been asked to give legal advice on the proportionality
of the proposed changes in
an attempt to defuse the row.
The cabinet is currently not
scheduled to meet this week
during the Easter break, so the
issue is expected to come to
a head when ministers meet
again the following week. But
an incorporeal cabinet meeting, where ministers meet by
telephone, has not been ruled
out.
The pressure on the government to add more countries to
the quarantine list is expected to grow if there is a sharp
rise in Covid-19 case numbers
over the Easter holidays.
Under Section 38E of
the recently passed Health
(Amendment) Act 2021,
to page 2

Over 75% of new social homes are
bought or leased from builders
BY KILLIAN WOODS

More than three-quarters of
the new social homes delivered by the state in 2020 were
bought or leased from private
developers, new figures released by the Department of
Housing have shown.
The data has also revealed
that local authority building of
public housing has dwindled
to nearly non-existent levels
in the biggest cities.
The lack of development
has forced the state to rely on
acquisitions and lease deals
with private developers to
source new homes to boost
their stock.
Public housing can be delivered by several methods,
including direct builds by
state bodies and acquisitions
or leases from the private

sector. Under Part V rules,
the state can also take at least
10 per cent of new homes
in developments of more
than ten units for public housing.
Social housing data, released by the Department
of Housing in response to
a parliamentary question
asked by Eoin Ó Broin, the
Sinn Féin housing spokesman, showed 77 per cent of
the 5,073 units delivered in
2020 were sourced from private developers.
Roughly 55 per cent of
the total were turnkey units,
which are homes acquired by
the state from private developers before they are placed
on the property market.
Local authorities are also
entering long-term, 25-year
deals worth hundreds of

millions of euro to boost stock
levels. At the end of these
leases, the units are still controlled by the private sector.
As reliance on the private
sector intensified in 2020,
the level of state-built social
homes dwindled to be nearly non-existent levels in the
areas of most acute demand
– Ireland’s cities.
Dublin City Council, South
Dublin County Council and
Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown
County Council did not build
a single home in 2020, according to the Department of
Housing data.
In Fingal, the local authority
led as developer on 24 homes,
and in Cork City Council’s
area, it built only nine homes.
Further analysis of the social home data by the Business
Post has shown that leasing is

starting to play a more critical
role in delivery.
Last year, a total of 8,430
homes were being leased on
a long-term basis by local
authorities. These units cost
the state nearly €63 million
to rent in 2019, with the average home costing €7,473
each a year.
New lease deals being entered into by the state are
valued at significantly more
than the average rent being
paid at present.
Last year, Dublin City
Council agreed to lease 12
social homes. The average
yearly rent agreement entered
into was €17,155, or €1,429 a
month.
In 2019, Dún Laoghaire
-Rathdown County Council
agreed to lease nine homes
to page 2
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Why our
councils
remain stuck
in the social
housing
cul-de-sac
T

The lengthy approval
process which council
social housing projects
must go through is a
long-standing bugbear of
TDs and councillors. But is
long-term leasing of social
homes a worse option?

Killian
Woods

he following comments
were made by two
elected Irish politicians,
both on the topic of
social housing delivery.
They’re very similar,
with one key difference.
First: “The blockage on social
housing isn’t so much at the local
authority level, it’s the Department of Housing. Local authorities
can’t build social housing without
approval from the department
and it can take years to sign off on
schemes and proposals.”
Second: “The county councils are
frustrated in their efforts to get loans
and grants. Every time plans were
sent up to [the housing minister]
from my county, they were sent
back again to dot the Is and cross
the Ts; changes were recommended
here and changes were recommended there. It took two to three

years to sanction those plans.”
The first comment was made by
Cian O’Callaghan, the Social Democrats TD in response to a question
on why local authorities are slow to
build social homes.
The second is from a debate in the
Dáil on February 24, 1966. Fifty-six
years later, the remarks made that
day by Gerald L’Estrange, the late
Fine Gael TD, still sound awfully
familiar.
Even though decades separate
the two, TDs and county councillors
are still frustrated by the lengthy
approval process to which social
housing projects led by councils are
subjected.
The current four-stage system,
which involves a series of consultations between a local authority
and the Department of Housing,
is designed to help ensure public
accountability, cost certainty, trans-
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Comment
The level of statebuilt social homes
has dwindled
to almost nonexistent in areas
of most acute
demand such as
Dublin city

When it comes
to social homes,
those costly old
habits die hard
Eoin Ó Broin Turnkey
developments, built by private
developers and bought by the
state, are the single
most expensive way to
provide social housing.
So why are most of our
social homes built in
this way?

L
parency and value for money. Despite its intentions, O’Callaghan said
the system complicates matters.
“Local authorities’ housing projects are accountable through the
planning process, councillors, local
government auditors, the Customs
House. They’re accountable in about
four or five different directions. It
doesn’t make sense to have that level of department involvement in the
detail of social housing schemes.”
Eoin Ó Broin, the Sinn Féin
housing spokesman, has repeatedly called for a “radical reform” of
the four-stage process and public
procurement rules to speed up the
system and allow councils to get on
with building.
Many housing executives at local
authorities have claimed onerous
procurement rules are partially behind the lack of direct development
by councils and the increase in
the cost of councils building social
housing.
And as their own ability to build
is constrained, councils have been
forced to look at other methods to
deliver homes. Acquiring units from
the private market at eye-watering
costs is now very common. However, another option is gaining popularity — leasing social homes.
Long-term leasing for periods between 20 and 30 years has become
much more prominent, according to
O’Callaghan, who has labelled such
arrangements as “poor value for
money”.
“I’m hearing reports of more and
more local authorities using leasing
last year to get social homes. What
people from local authorities are
indicating is that the Department
of Housing is encouraging this. But
it’s very poor value for money for
the state. I don’t think it should be
used at all. In fact, it’s a great deal
for the developers who, after the
25-year lease is over, still own
the property. And they probably
charged the state more than the
sale value of the home over the
lease period.”
Leasing was typically seen a
short-term solution to a longterm problem by local authorities. It was used to fill a void
in delivery, but is it now becoming the default option?

Acute demand

Leasing of social homes
to local authorities is
the latest aspect of the
privatisation of social
housing in Ireland. It
is a trend already well
under way.
New data for social
housing delivery, recently released by the
Department of Housing
in response to a parliamentary question asked
by Ó Broin, showed a detailed breakdown of where
the new 5,073 social homes
created in 2020 came from.
The figures revealed that the
state was significantly reliant on
the private sector to deliver such
units last year, with 77 per cent of

the 5,073 coming from the private
sector.
Roughly 55 per cent of the total were turnkey units, which are
homes acquired by the state from
private developers before they are
placed on the property market.
As reliance on the private sector intensified in 2020, the level of
state-built social homes dwindled to
be nearly non-existent in the areas
of most acute demand — Ireland’s
cities.
Dublin City Council, South
Dublin County Council and Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown County
Council did not build a single home
in 2020, according to the Department of Housing data. In Fingal, the
local authority led as developer on
24 homes, and in Cork City Council’s area, it built only nine homes.
Mel Reynolds, a housing expert
and architect, said the government
talks about building thousands of
units for social homes, but they’re
not doing so.
“They’re conflating new homes
that they’re buying off developers
with the limited amount they’re
building on state land,” Reynolds
said.
“Effectively you have no significant increases at all in local
authority output in recent years in
places where they own the land,
can get cheap finance and can plan
everything themselves. There’s now
a massive reliance on the private
sector.”
Lorcan Sirr, a senior lecturer in
housing at TU Dublin, said that the
Rebuilding Ireland programme has
counted any social home on a lease
deal of ten years or more as new
housing.
Brendan Kenny,
head of housing
at Dublin
City Council:
emphasis now
on leasing
Fergal

“It isn’t new housing, because it’s
not permanently added to the stock.
Unless you’re permanently adding
to the stock, you’re going nowhere.
It’s just continuous expenditure on
leasing.
“They’re not meeting their targets
annually, which means they’re increasingly reliant on the private sector and the rental sector. That also
has knock-on effects, like driving
up rents.”
Due to the onerous four-stage
process, the most expeditious way
to deliver social housing now is to
buy from a developer directly, or
rent long term.
Brendan Kenny, head of housing
at Dublin City Council, said the
council is being presented with
many options, “particularly around
leasing”, these days. It offers a way
to quickly access new homes, he
said.
“Direct build is slow, it’s cumbersome, it takes us time, but we have a
housing crisis right now. That’s why
streams of delivery, like leasing or
acquisitions, are really important
to us.
“We will be putting a lot of emphasis now on leasing. More turnkeys will be available this year as
well, and we’ll buy houses as much
as we can, as well as lease.”
He added that people dismiss
leasing as not representing value for
money, but the reality is leasing is
quick, and developers are keen to do
deals with the councils.
“The last couple of years, developers were not really interested in
coming to us. Maybe they thought
we were too bureaucratic and they
had other options because there
were financial investors out there
ready to take everything off them. A
lot of them are gone.
“Now I’ve some of the biggest developers in the country ringing me
on a daily basis asking if we would
be prepared to lease significant
volumes of property for long-term
leasing. They’re the kind of opportunities that wouldn’t have been
coming our way last year.”
A developer keen to do a deal
with the state is not necessarily a
bad thing for the taxpayer. It could
mean the builders are very desperate to shift the properties. So does
that mean local authorities are in a
good position to bargain on price?
The deals being cut by councils suggest otherwise.

Anatomy of a lease deal

The deals developers are becoming
increasingly keen to do involve leases of between 20 and 30 years with
local authorities.
One told the Business Post that
leasing to the state is like “buying a
government bond”. He added that
being assured such a large volume
of rental income over a two-decade
period would make it much easier
to borrow finance for other projects.
A report by CBRE, the property
consultancy, in 2020 said it expected
to see “considerable investment” in
social housing in Ireland by domestic and international private investors going forward.

The consultancy added that there
was “increased demand” in the first
half of 2020 from investors who
were “keen to acquire residential
units and schemes let to local authorities on long-term leases”.
It’s not an trend unique to Ireland.
The Irish market is simply playing
catch up to Europe and Britain,
where privatisation of social housing is already well under way.
Some of these private investments in social housing have been
well publicised. Realis, the German investment fund, has agreed
a long-term lease deal with Dún
Laoghaire-Rathdown County
Council for 87 apartments in Dundrum. Aberdeen Standard Investments (ASI), the asset management
firm, has also done a deal to lease
39 homes to Dublin City Council in
Smithfield.
Leasing of social homes is not
necessarily a new phenomenon either. Last year, data released by Eoghan Murphy, the then Minister for
Housing, showed 8,430 homes are
currently being leased on a longterm basis by local authorities.
These 8,430 social homes cost the
state nearly €63 million to rent in
2019, with the average home costing
€7,473 each a year to lease. What’s
different about the new lease deals
is that the rents being quoted don’t
even closely resemble the average
already being paid by the state.
The Business Post analysed 11 social leasing deals being proposed by
developers. When developers first
submit plans to build housing, they
have to agree to sell or lease a set
number of the homes to the council
for social housing. These are called
Part V units.
Developers must include a breakdown of what each housing unit
will cost to acquire or lease. The local authority then agrees with
the developers to enter a Part V
agreement.
The 11 Part V lease deals analysed by the Business Post would
provide the state with 384 homes.
They would be rented to the state by
developers for between 20 and 30
years at an average rent of €20,334
per unit a year.
The annual cost of these 384
homes would be €7.8 million in
rent, or €181.6 million over the
course of the 20 to 30-year deals.
Most of the deals would involve
rents being charged at 90 per cent
of market rates, with some councils
paying full market rates.
But the rents are typically significantly above the standardised
average rent calculated by the latest
Residential Tenancies Board. Several
deals have inflation clauses baked
into them, which involve rent going
up by 2 per cent every three years.
“It shows you that developers
don’t see housing policy as having the potential to be effective in
bringing down rents or house prices,” Sirr said. “If that’s what they’re
expecting in rent, then the inference there is that they don’t expect
housing policy to, in any way, make
housing more affordable for rent or
purchase.”

Despite the discounted rent on
many units, the state is in line to
pay on average more than €490,248
to rent these 384 homes over the
lifetime of the deals. A price significantly above the sale market value
of each home.
O’Callaghan said the state could
build between 600 to 700 homes for
the price of renting these units, and
would then own the asset as well.
“Overall, this is very bad value for
money in the short term. It’s an exceptionally good deal for developers
who get a guaranteed lease on some
of the units that they’re building
straight away at a very good market
rate,” O’Callaghan said.
Ó Broin said the Department of
Housing should restrict the delivery
of social homes through these sort
of leases. “It’s just bonkers. If I was
Minister for Housing, I’d do away
with Part V leases,” he said.
The Business Post analysis of 11
lease deals shows only a glimpse
of what is coming down the line.
More recent data released by the
Department of Housing showed the
average annual cost of social home
leases that were agreed between
developers and councils in 2019 and
2020.
Last year, Dublin City Council
agreed to lease 12 social homes.
The average yearly rent agreement
entered into was €17,155 — that’s
€1,429 a month.
In 2019, Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council agreed to
lease nine homes for social housing.
The rent of these units averages
at €28,310 a year — or €2,359 a
month.

Created a monster

The council’s activity in leasing social homes is supporting the property development industry to keep
prices for rent high, Sirr said.
“This is all because it has become
the most expeditious way to provide
social housing, and that’s wrong.
It doesn’t have to be that way. At
the end of 25 years, the council still
doesn’t own any of these houses.
You could probably build two houses for the price of the rent over the
25 years.”
The lease deals for 384 homes
seem like small change, but according to Reynolds, the state’s
Rebuilding Ireland plan has targeted
to deliver of a couple of thousand of
these leases.
“Traditionally, if you couldn’t
rent a place, you would go to the
local authority and rent it to them,
but if a local authority is renting
it for €20,000 a year, that will set
€20,000 as the minimum rent in
these locations for everyone.
“If these leases are indicative of
the lease arrangements that the
state is considering entering into
going forward, they’ve created a
complete monster.”
The state is pressing ahead with
leasing, despite doubts being raised
in internal advice.
A report from the Department for
Public Expenditure and Reform has
already advised that leasing property on a long-term basis in the cur-

ast year, the government
funded the delivery of
5,073 new-build social
homes. This was 34 per
cent below the Rebuilding
Ireland target of 7,736.
Much of this shortfall was due to
the impact of Covid-19 restrictions
on construction, but that is not the
whole picture.
Last week, in response to a parliamentary question, the Department
of Housing released a breakdown of
its 2020 social housing output.
The figures make for interesting
reading, and expose a series of hidden problems.
There are 11 delivery streams
for new-build social housing. All
homes are built by private contractors. However, seven of the delivery
streams involve private developers,
while the remaining four streams
involve local authorities or approved
housing bodies (AHBs) as developer.
Within this rather complex web of
funding streams, there are four main
strands.
* Direct delivery by local authorities
and AHBs.
* Turnkey developments where
councils and AHBs buy properties
from private developers off the
plans.
* Part V homes, where private developers sell 10 per cent of their
units to the councils and AHBs.
* Public-private partnerships, where
a private consortium designs, builds
and manages social homes for 25
years, after which they revert to the
council.

Cian O’Callaghan, Social Democrats TD: ‘More local authorities are using
leasing to get social homes. It’s very poor value for money for the state’
RollingNews.ie

It shows you that
developers don’t see
housing policy as
having the potential
to be effective in
bringing down rents
or house prices
rent rental market represents bad
value for money.
It might not make long-term
sense to lease social homes, but it’s
also getting tougher for councils to
justify buying them, based on prices
being quoted by developers.
Local authorities are being quoted
significant purchase costs for social
housing by developers building
large-scale housing.
Dublin City Council was quoted
€521,377 for two-bed and €472,797
for one-bed apartments in Cairn
Homes’ proposed residential development on former RTÉ lands at
Donnybrook, Dublin 4. That would
put the local authority’s total bill at
€30.2 million for 61 apartments.
On another site nearby, on Eglinton Road, Dublin City Council
entered a preliminary agreement
to purchase 18 luxury apartments
in a new residential block. A onebed apartment will cost the council
€469,177, while a two-bed will cost
€762,916.
Louth County Council was quoted
€362,000 for two-bed social hous-

ing units at a new apartment complex in Drogheda, while elsewhere
in Dublin’s northside, 27 two-bedroom apartments are due to cost the
state €531,000 each.
Kenny of Dublin City Council said
it’s his job to deliver social homes
for the local authority. In some cases, that means buying turnkeys, but
leasing is increasingly the best option available to deliver quickly.
“Building at the moment is costing us well over €400,000. There is
some opposition from people saying
we’re effectively converting what
was supposed to be private housing
into social housing, but these are the
opportunities that are coming our
way and we have to take them.
“We have a crisis now and hopefully that crisis is not going to last
forever. In 25 years’ time, it’s right to
say we don’t know what’s going to
happen. We may lose the property,
yes, but other options are that we
roll over the lease for another 25
years or we buy the property.”
Sirr said renting and turnkeys had
become the most expeditious route
to deliver social housing, and he
doesn’t expect that to change.
“The department put obstacles in
the way of local authorities looking
to build, so I can understand what
the councils are doing.
“But you don’t own any stock at
the end of it and you’re propping
up the property investors. By doing
that, you’re precluding home ownership because these builders only
want renting and they only want to
rent it to the council.
“And the rents the councils are
willing to pay are quite generous,
which means social housing has
now overtaken luxury housing as
the blue-chip and the gilt-edged
investment.”

Last year, there were 1,149 direct
delivery social homes, comprising
just 23 per cent of the total output.
Turnkey developments delivered
55 per cent of social housing output,
with 2,798 homes. Part Vs and PPPs
delivered 14.5 per cent (742 homes)
and 7.5 per cent (384 homes) respectively.
This means that 77 per cent of all
new-build social homes in 2020
were delivered by private developers.
Does this matter? Absolutely.
Comparing different developments
in different locations is an imprecise
exercise. However, detailed data from
the Department of Housing also obtained by parliamentary question last
week shows that, in general, direct
delivery costs less. Part V homes cost
more, while turnkey developments
are the most expensive.
In South Dublin County Council,
for example, the average cost of local authority direct delivery units
approved in 2020 was €259,647
per unit while for an AHB it was
€220,629.
The average cost of a turnkey unit
bought by the council or an AHB in
2019 and 2020 was between 30 per
cent and 40 per cent more expensive.
A similar picture can be seen
in Dublin City Council. In 2020,
the average direct delivery cost
was €202,126 for the council and
€355,852 for AHBs.
Turnkeys, on the other hand,
came in on average at €372,022 for
the council and €391,487 for AHBs.
That’s an increase of between 10 per
cent and 84 per cent, although the
unusually low direct delivery cost
for Dublin City Council in that year
skews the upper margin.
Part V units, on the other hand,
come in somewhere between the
direct delivery and turnkey prices as
they are sold at a discount.
The price premium paid for turnkeys shouldn’t come as a surprise. In
direct delivery units, land, finance

The real problem
is that because
councils and AHBs
are doing so little
direct delivery, the
overall cost of social
housing delivery
is higher than it
should be

and margin costs are substantially
lower than for private developers
selling to councils and AHBs.
This wouldn’t be a significant issue
if the ratio of direct delivery to turnkey was not so weighted in favour of
the latter.
The real problem here is that because councils and AHBs are doing
so little direct delivery, the overall
cost of social housing delivery is
higher than it should be.
It also leaves councils and AHBs
open to the unfair charge that they
are sucking much-needed homes
away from private-sector supply
with negative outcomes for firsttime buyers.
Councils and AHBs are not the
cause of the problem. Both the Department of Environment and the
Department of Public Expenditure
and Reform impose excessive approval and procurement rules on
direct delivery which don’t apply to
turnkey developments. Councils and
AHBs are effectively disincentivised
from being the lead developers of
social housing.
The consequence is not just higher
costs. Social housing delivery becomes over-dependent on market
cycles. When the market hits a
downturn, social housing output is
dragged down with it.
This over-reliance on market supply is most acute in areas of highest
demand. In 2020, Dublin City Council did not produce a single direct
delivery home. Nor did South Dublin
or Dún Laoghaire County Councils.
Fingal directly delivered 24 homes,
while Cork City managed just nine
homes.
None of this is an argument against
the use of turnkey developments.
Indeed, with the private market
slowing down due to the economic
impact of Covid-19, the government
should seek to increase the use of
this delivery stream and make large
numbers of these homes available to
affordable purchasers and renters.
Turnkey should always be in addition to a more substantial output
of both social and affordable homes
directly delivered by local authorities
and AHBs. For this to happen, we
need increased capital investment
and higher direct delivery targets.
Crucially, we need radical reform
of the Department of Housing’s fourstage approval process and the Department of Public Expenditure and
Reform’s public procurement rules.
Public housing is at its most effective when it is direct delivery, because it is lower-cost, counter-cyclical and in addition to private-sector
supply.
Eoin Ó Broin TD is Sinn Féin’s spokesman
on housing
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Landlords adopt ‘incentivised’ rents
amid warnings of market distortion
A Business Post investigation has found that
large landlords and estate agents are using
incentivised rates that can mask a decline
in rents, and potentially circumvent pricing
control rules in the process
BY KILLIAN WOODS
AND ROSANNA COONEY

Large landlords and estate agents are
using incentivised rates in a move that
can mask a decline in rents and potentially circumvent pricing control rules,
a Business Post investigation has found.
Reporters acting as prospective tenants have been offered deals in which
the actual rent paid monthly over a year
would amount to less than what is listed
on the official lease.
While the practice means prospective
tenants are ultimately paying less rent
than was originally sought, it also allows
some of the state’s largest landlords to
record a level of rent for a property with
the Residential Tenancies Board (RTB)
that is thousands of euro more than is
actually being paid by the tenants.
This allows these landlords to use this
inflated figure for the headline rent when
determining future increases or when
negotiating an extended lease.
Housing industry experts have warned
that because RTB data is often used to
determine the market rate of a new
property, the practice may also result
in tenants paying unduly high rent for
mid-market properties.
Lorcan Sirr, a senior lecturer in housing
at TU Dublin, said that the new tactics
could be used to circumvent rules that are
designed to prevent landlords increasing
rents by more than 4 per cent annually.
“Institutional landlords have quite a
considerable effect on local rents. Other
smaller landlords can use the arguably
misleading headline rents these larger
landlords record to justify rent increases
in their own new lettings or rent reviews.
They can use these inflated rents to argue
rent is not falling in Dublin and therefore
not give a rent reduction.”
The Business Post has previously revealed how corporate landlords had
chosen not to lower the rent of vacant
high-end properties, preferring to forgo rental income in a move that could
preserve the balance sheet value of the
property.
However, the newly uncovered practice reveals that landlords are also willing
to offer discounted rents to fill the property instead of reducing the headline
rents.
Property agents such as Greystar,
Kennedy Wilson, Savills and Sherry
FitzGerald are now offering tenants up-

front rental discounts of between four to
eight weeks. In certain cases, tenants can
spread an eight-week rent discount over
the course of their stay, but the official
rent is still logged at the higher rate.
While the landlords are not doing anything illegal, the move has been criticised
by housing academics and property legal
experts who say it will inflate market
rents by distorting the true cost of renting.
The deals also expose a loophole in
Irish tenancy law and could be used to
circumvent Rent Pressure Zone (RPZ)
rules, which restrict landlords to increasing rent by more than 4 per cent of the
rent stipulated in a lease.
The Business Post investigation found
that Greystar, the US fund behind Quayside Quarter apartments in Dublin, could
use the practice to increase the rents paid
by tenants by more than 4 per cent if they
renewed their lease.
Greystar is offering new tenants rentfree periods of four to eight weeks on
certain apartments. New tenants can
avail of the rent-free period up front,
or a discount can be applied to their
monthly rent.
In a chart that Greystar provided to
reporters of the Business Post acting as
prospective tenants, it listed headline rent
prices of between €3,230 and €4,345
a month.
Beside the headline rent, the firm also
listed the “incentivised rent” rates for
each apartment, of between €2,826 and
€3,982. Based on the arrangement, a
tenant would actually pay the “incentivised rent” monthly, not the headline rent.
On a lease, seen by the Business Post,
Greystar has sections that log two rates
of rent. The actual headline rent is logged
as the higher amount, while a section
called “concession” notes how much
the tenant will actually pay.
If the tenant renewed their lease with
Greystar in the second year, they could
be asked to pay the headline rent figure,
which would circumvent rules that restrict rents from increasing more than 4
per cent annually.
A spokeswoman for Greystar said part
of the reason the firm was offering rent
deals was because construction activity
was ongoing on-site. She added all its
leases were registered and compliant
with RTB regulations.
Landlords in Ireland are required to
register with the RTB how much and
how often rent is paid on each property.

Capital Dock:

Quayside Quarter:

€2,970 to €4,200

€3,230 to €4,325

Headline monthly rents

Headline monthly rents

€2,722 to €3,850

€2,826 to €3,982

Rents with one month free

‘Incentivised’ rents

Capital Dock in Dublin 2, where some apartments are being advertised for a headline rate of €4,200 per month, but are being offered with one month free

It’s distorting the
market because the
rent being charged is
less than what is being
logged. That’s bad for
tenants, but it’s also
bad for investors
The Business Post asked Greystar to
clarify if it was recording the “incentivised rent” or the headline rent figure with
the RTB. The company did not respond.
Elsewhere in the market, the Business
Post found that rent-free arrangements of
between one and four weeks were being
offered for apartments in Cathedral Court
by So-Living Property, Opus 6 Hanover
Quay by Savills, Ropemaker Place by
Sherry FitzGerald, U Rathborne at its
Ashtown complex, and several agents
for apartment owners in Beacon South
Quarter.
Kennedy Wilson is also offering a one-

Irish Air Corps ‘could easily be
retrained for search and rescue’
A British
helicopter
firm has said
handing
some of the
responsibility
to the Air Corps
would expand
its range of
skills
BY AIDEN CORKERY

The Irish Air Corps has submitted a proposal outlining how it
could provide search and rescue

The Irish Air Corps could easily be trained to resume search
and rescue operations in the
Irish Sea, a British company
that specialises in teaching
military helicopter pilots
has said.
The current search and
rescue contract with CHC
Ireland, a private operator, is
due to end in 2023. The Department of Transport is currently undertaking a consultative process ahead of putting
the new contract, worth an
estimated €700 million out
to tender.
The Air Corps recently
submitted a proposal to the
department outlining how
it believed it could provide
search and rescue services
for the east coast of the
country.
It has been backed by a
group of former military officers and politicians which
has argued that giving the Air
Corps responsibility for the
Irish Sea would enhance its
military capability while also

saving the state money.
But the proposal has also
been criticised by some, including Chris Reynolds, the
director of the Irish Coast
Guard.
Writing on his personal
Twitter account earlier this
month, Reynolds suggested that such a move would
“end in tears” as he believed
the Air Corps didn’t have the
right equipment or expertise
for the job.
A British helicopter firm
contacted by the Business Post
last week said it believed that
the Air Corps could easily be
trained to resume search and
rescue operations.
HeliOperations, which
provides search and rescue training to the German
navy, said handing some of
the responsibility to the Air
Corps would expand its range
of skills and services which
would in turn improve recruitment and retention of
staff.
“Can the Air Corps do SAR

here and now? No, they don’t
have that specialist training.
Is the training difficult? No,
it isn’t, but it needs to be
structured, it needs to be introduced safely and you can
capture all sorts of additional
benefits,” Steve Gladston, HeliOperations’ chief executive,
said.
Gladston said that should
the Air Corps be given responsibility for the east coast, he
would envisage CHC’s current search and rescue staff
in Dublin being incorporated into the Air Corps’ service
where they would work
alongside military personnel
and train them to the necessary level.
“You take a very senior civilian search and rescue pilot
and you train them to fly the
military helicopter, and he’s
now the commander of that
helicopter, with a military
guy sat next to him who gets
enough experience to become
a commander themselves,”
he said.

Gladston said his firm
would be “absolutely interested” in bidding for the training
contract.
He added that HeliOperations, as well as several others, would be likely to bid for
the remainder of the search
and rescue contract if the Air
Corps was given responsibility for the east coast.
Simon Coveney, the Minister for Defence, said last November that he didn’t believe
the Air Corps should have full
responsibility for the search
and rescue contract, but that
he would like to see it being
“as involved as it possibly can
be”.
Separately, Gerard Craughwell, the independent senator, has written to Kieran
O’Donnell, the chairman
of the Oireachtas transport
committee, to complain after
he was unable to win members’ backing to examine the
Department of Transport‘s
process for putting the new
contract out to tender.
It’s understood the committee instead agreed to seek
legal advice on whether it
should look at the matter.
Among other issues,
Craughwell said he wanted
the committee to examine
the names and qualifications
of any independent experts
currently advising the Department of Transport on
the tender.
“I believe that, as chairman
of the committee, you must
write to the Department of
Transport and request that
they should not issue any tender for the Search and Rescue
Service until our committee
has completed its deliberations,” he said.

month rent-free period or an incentivised rent on its apartments in its Northbank Apartments complex in Dublin 1.
The fund is also offering one-month free
rent at Capital Dock, where units are advertised at €2,970 and €4,200 a month.
When shown the Business Post research,
Sirr said that the deals were good for tenants in the short term, but they could result
in artificially higher rents in future.
“That’s because if the headline rent is
recorded on the lease, not the actual rate
they pay monthly, the higher rent could
be used against them when it comes to
a rent review or for any new tenants
entering an agreement with these landlords,” Sirr said.
“It’s distorting the market because the
rent being charged is less than what is
being logged. That’s bad for tenants, but
it’s also bad for investors. This practice
overestimates the likely return they could
make.”
Deirdre Ní Fhloinn, a barrister and

property law specialist, said the Rent
Pressure Zone legislation was drafted
on the basis that the rent set under a
tenancy agreement for a dwelling was
the actual rent charged.
“It would seem that the legislation does
not deal with a situation where a landlord
specifies a rent in a letting agreement,
but charges a lower rent in practice. This
would seem intended to circumvent the
provisions of the legislation that use the
rent as a basis for subsequent rent reviews,” she said.
Sirr said the RPZ legislation should be
amended. “The legislation now allows
for misleading information on rents to
be put in the public domain and used as
evidence against tenants. So it needs to
be updated to make clear that landlords
have to register the annualised monthly
equivalent rent with the RTB, net of any
incentives,” he said.
The Business Post contacted all property agents to clarify the rent discounts

they provide. Each agency was also asked
to comment on whether the discounts
could inflate market rents and be used
to circumvent RPZ rules.
So-Living Property declined to comment, while Kennedy Wilson, Savills
and Sherry FitzGerald didn’t respond.
Rent discounts and side deals are common practice in the office and retail sector. Instead of reducing rent, landlords use
the tactic to maintain the headline rent
at a higher level than is actually being
charged.
If the headline rent was cut, it could
reduce the value of the property, which
is influenced by the lease agreement.
Despite being common in Irish commercial property, discounted rents and
rent-free periods have been traditionally
rare in Irish residential property.
Property industry sources told the
Business Post that they were seeing the
tactic more and more regularly since
last year.

