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Rent Control 
By Walter Block 

New York State leg is lators defend the \V'ar Emergency Tenant Protec tion Act-Cllso 

known as rent contro l- as a way uf protecting tenants fro m war-related HOVSlNG 

shortages. The war referred to in the la\\' is not the 2003 war in l raq, hcw.:ever, or the 

Vietnarn \V'8t·; it is World \Var U. That is when rent rnntrol started in New York City. Of 

course, war has very li ttle to d o with apartrnent s hortages. On the contrary, the shortage is 

c reated b y rent control, the su pposed solu tio n. Gotham is for from the l)nly c ity to have 

emhraced rent cci ntrnl. N[any others across the L'nitcd States have succurnbe~! to the 

blandi shments ofthis legi s lative "fix." 

Rent contro l, like a ll other government-mandated PRICE COi':rn.()LS , is a law plac ing a 

m;1ximum price, or Cl " rent cei ling,'' on what landlords may charge tena11ts. If it is to h ave 

any effect, the re nt level rnust be set a t <l rJ.te below thcit whi ch wou ld utherw ise hJ.ve 

prev:i. i le~I. ' /\11 enactrnent prohibiting :i.rartrncnt rent s frnrn exceeding, say , Stoo ,ooo ptc·r 

m\)nch wuuld h ;we n c' effect sin.cc no one woulcl pay that amount in an y case.) Bu t if rents 

arc cscablishecl at kss than the ir equilibr iu m leve ls, th e qu:i.ntity demanded will necessarily 

ex..::ec~l the ~1muunt supplied, and rent C\)rttrol \\'ill lead to a shortage ()f d\\'dling sp<1ces. !11 

a C\:Jrnpetitive m :i. rket •ind :i.bsent ClHLtrols on prices, if the amount of a c1..n11modity or 

service dema nded is larger thar1 the ammu1t s up rlie,I, prices rise rn dirnin,\te the shortage 

(by bL.,th bringing forth 11cw s L;P PLY cind by reducing the amounc -:!cmanclcd) . But Ct..)ruwls 

prevent rents from nttai11ing ma rket-clearing kvels and short<1ges resu lt. 

With shortages in the controlled sector, thi s excess DE:VtA:--:D sp ills over onto the 

nonc1..'>ntrolled sector ( tn1ical!y, new upper-bracket rencal units or condom iniutTis). But this 

noncuntrnlled scgmellt of the market is li ke ly to be StT1a llcr thJ.n. it 1,.vo uld be with.nut 

contruls because property owners fear that c,.,nt ro ls rnay one cl ay be placed on t hen1. The 

high. clcrnancl in the noncontrl1!led segment along \Vith the small quanti ty sup~"lied, both 

caused by rent co11trul , boost p ri ces in that segment. Par<H.inxirnlly, then, even though 

rents may be lower in the cc>n tro lled secwr, they rise grea t ly for uncClntrulled units and 

may be hig her for rental housing as a \Vho!e. 

A s in the case of other price ce ilings, re nt cont rol causes short<1ges, diminution in the 

quality uf the produc t, J.rtd queues. But renc control differs frum other such schemes. \V'ith 

pr ice controls on gasoline, the waiting lines worked on a first-come-first-served bas is. \V'ith 
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Th is line o f reasc)ning h o lds not just for you, but fo r everyone else as well. As a resul t , the 

q uan t ity of apartments fo r ren t wil! be for smal le r than otherwi se. And no t so amazing[ y, 

the preced ing analys is holds true not only for the case where rent contro ls ;ire in place, b ut 

even where they a re o n ly threatened. The mere an tic ipa t [on of con trols is enough to have <l 

chilling effec t 0 11 such invest rnent. Instead , eve rything else u nder the sun in the rea l eswte 

market has bee11 bu ilt: condomini ums, office towers , h otels, warehouses, commercial 

space. \V'hy? Beca use su ch investme n ts h <ive neve r been subjec t to rent controls, and n o 

one fears that they ever wi ll be. lt is no acc idellt th. at these fac ilit ies bl)as t healthy vacnncy 

rates :ind relatively s lowly inc reasing rental ra tes , while residential space suffe rs frorn '' 

v ir t ua l zero vacancy rate in the con t rolled sectm and skyrocket ing pr ices in th e 

unco ntro lled sec to r . 

A lthough many rent-contro l ordinClnces spec ifically exempt ne\v rental u nits frorn 

coverage, investors a re too cautious (perhaps tol) srn;ut) to put the ir fa ith in rental ho us ing. 

f n n u merous cases h u usi ng unit s su pp()sedly exernpt forever from cont ro ls were 

ne vertheless brought under the provis io ns of t hi s la\\' due to Sl)n1 e "e mergency" or other. 

New Yt)rk C ity 's government, for example, h r1s three t imes brnken its prnrnisc to exe mp t 

new 11r vacant units frurn Cl)llt ro l. So prevalent is this prnc ticc of rent-CL)ntrol autho ri ties 

that a ne\\' term has been inn~nted tu desc ri be it: " recClptu re." 

Rent control h<lS destroyed entire scc ti l)llS ri ( suund hL)USing in Nc 1,v York's Suuth Bronx 

and k1s le.J tL) decay and abandonment thruugho ut the ent ire t'ive bnroug hs of the c ity. 

Altl1 1.1ugh h<Hd sta t ist ics on ab<rn~fonrnents <ire not <1Vai!ablc, \V illi a m Tucker cstim<1tes 

th <1t about 30 ,000 t ew York Clpartments we re ab <.u1d\_)ned annually fn1m 1972 to r9~:2, a los-; 

nf a lrn us r a thi rd of a m ill ion units in chi s eleven-yea r pe riod. Thanks to rent con trol, ;md 

to rotent i,1l it1vestrns' all-too -ratiunal fear chat rent con tro l \\·il l becumc even rnure 

str inge nt, no sensib le i11ve;;tor w il l bu ild renrnl hou..;ing unsubsidized b y govemn1e ttt. 

Effects on T e11ants 
E xisting rental un its fare poo rl y un~ler rent control. Even with the best will in the world , 

the landlord som etimes cannot a fford tl• ~"':tY his escalating fuel, labor, and mate rials bill s, 

tu say 1wthing t)f re fi nanc ing his mo rtgage, u u t of the rent inc rc;1sc he can legally charge. 

And unJt:r rent controls he L:Kks the best will; the incentive he h ad under free-m arket 

conditio ns to s up~1l y tenant services is severe I y red uced. 

The si tting tenant is '' protected" by rent control but, in m C\ ny cases, rece ives no reC\l rental 

f-rnrgatn heca use o f imprope r maintenance, poor rep<li rs ;me! ra inting, and g rud g ing 

rrnv is iun L,f serv ices. The enjoyment he can d er ive L)Ut of his dwelling sp<1cc ultimately 

tends to be redu ced tu a level commensurate wi th hi s controlled rent. This m;-iy take 

decades, tho ugh, and rneanwhile he benefits frurn ren t contro l. 
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The I H~gative conseq uences of re nt legislation have become so m ass ive and perve rse that 

even many of its former suppo rt ers have spoken out <1ga i11s t it . lnstead of urg ing a qui ck 

terrnination uf cont ro ls, however, some pundits wo uld 011 ly allow landlo rds tu buy te n ants 

o ut of their co n trolled dwell ings. That th ey propusc such a so lution is u 11de rst andable. 

Because te n a n ts outnum ber landlords and a rc u sually convinced tha t rent contro l is in 

their best in terests, they ;ire likel y t 1) in vest cons iderable po li t ica l energy (see RENT SEEKING) 

in maint;1ini 11 g rent control. H avi ng lnn1..llo rds "bu y off" these opponents of rdunn , 

therefore, ~-ou !c! be a politicall y effective W<lY to e nd ren t contro l. 

But rnak ing property owners pay to esc;1pe a law that h as vic timi zed man y of the m for years 

is n o t an effec ti ve way to m~1k e them confident that ren t contro ls w ill be absent in the 

future . The su rest W<1Y to encourage private investmen t is to s ig nal in vestors that hous ing 

will be sa fe fr o m rent cunt r~1I. And the rnust effec t ive way to d o th.at is to e limi nare the 

pL)Ss ib ility of re n t control with <Hl amendment to the state const it ution th ,1t fo rb ids it. 

Parndo xica lly, one of the best ways tu hdp tenants is to protect the ECOl'\OH!C FREED()\! of 

landlords . 

Re11t Control: It's Worse T han Bo111bing 
~<t:\\ ' t iELHl - ·A " wmancic concept ion of StXT\US~,!'' . .. destroyed Vietnam's ecunomy in the 

years C1fccr the V ie tna m war, fore ign~ !inister Nguyen Co Thach s<1id hiLb y. 

AcL!rc:;sing Cl crowd el! news confcn.:nce in rhe I ndi,rn rnp ita l, Mr. Thad1 acl n1it ted that 

contrn ls ... had a rti fic ia lly enco u rage...! demand and discuuragcd s u p ply .... Ho use re nts kid 

.. . bel..'.n kep t lo\\' ... so all th. I:.'. ho uses in H C111(1i h::-id fallen intu di srl..'.pnir , sa id Mr. Thad1. 

"The A mer icans cou ldn' t l lcstrny H<mui, but we have destroyed o ur c ity by very I L) \ V ren ts . 

\V/c rea li zed it \\"::l S stu pid ::-inll that we must c h;1ngc pulicy," h e sni d . 

- From a tW\\·s r~p<wt i11 ./ounwl <~(Co111mi' 1·cr. quoted in D<1n Seligman . ·'Keeping L'p, .. F"urlune. 

Feb ruary 27. 1989. 

About the AL1thor 
\ V/a ltcr Block (wblock@loyno.edu) holds the H arnlc! E. Wirth Em ine l\ t S( ho lar Ch ai r in 

EL·unomics at Loyola Univers ity' s Joseph A . Butt , S .J. , College of Business Admi11istr~1tiun. 

Further Readi11g 
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Cllt<I l\colicies, \'</alter Glock anJ Edg::u O lsen, eLb. f \'ancnuver: The Frase r Inst it ute, 193r) , 

p. 2 2-f. 

I· 

A ss<ir Lindbeck, The Poliricul Econo111) of chi! i\ ell Lefc (New York: Harper and Ro\\', t97 2) ; 

c ited in Svett Rydenfdt , "Thl' R ise , Fall and Revival of Swedish Rent Control," in Renr 

Co ncml: 1'vl}rlis <1 ncl Re(ilicies, \ V,d tc r Block ancl Edgar Olse n, eds. (V a nwuvcr: The Fraser 

Inst itute, r9S1) , pp. 2 1 _~ . 230. 

;. 

Sta tes New Yurk "publi c advne<itc" Mark Green: " the nurnht.: r t)f rent -co ntml k d 

,1pa rtrnents f'dl tS.2% bc rn·ecn Ll)9l and L903 :rn"-1 the new data \\'e ha,·c analyzed s hows all 

C\'en greater d ec litte--30','(1-fr1..)rn L99.~ tu 1996. [ mked, the wrnl num ber nf rent-conrro lkd 

apa rtments has fol lcn by 7 5% fwm its peak uf 2:-;5 ,000 tn r9<) r" 

\http://ww>v.tem1nt.net/ Alerts/Guick /pape rs/mgreen.c. h t rnl}. Tllis 1s due to the focc that 

w hen ren ts reach a certa in level ($2,000 per mL) nch u nd e r certt1 i11 cond itinnsl, ap~Htnh:nts 

lc.ivc the (01irr,lllcd se(tot· alcogL·ther. [n fl at il1t1 p l u ~ ;1 '·fwt" Ne\\' York Ciry !m u sing 

market '1.1\'t' r ushe1..J m elt\'/ \11\ltS a hl1 \'C th i,:; level. ::ice on thi s 

http://w•v•v.housingnyc.com/ html/ resources/foq/dewntrol.html. Ken Rl'Senhlu m, ~ li kl' 

Ci L)[dcn, and Dcbnrah P1xll1.: provided tht: above Lite~ . 
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~be Begister-Qf>uarll 
Check the data: Herbicides no threat to water 
quality 
By Jay Bozievich 
Posted Jun 12, 2018 at 12:01 AM 

I was troubled to read a June 5 opinion piece, "Forest herbicides threaten 

McKenzie River water quality," that took a statement of mine out of context, and 

then went on to spread unfounded fear about the quality of our drinking water. 

Contrary to the picture painted in that article, data collected by the Eugene 

Water & Electric Board continues to confirm the safety of our drinking water 

supply. 

Even the use of the term "forest herbicides" is a falsehood used to invoke fear. 

Most herbicides used in forestry are available to homeowners at Jerry's, and 

those few that are not are used by agriculture also. There is no group of 

herbicides called "forest herbicides." 

According to testing data available on the EWEB website (www.eweb.org), from 

2014-17 the utility found no detections of tested-for herbicides in treated 

drinking water. The testing monitored for several herbicides commonly used in 

forestry, including; atrazine, 2,4-D and glyphosat e-yet had no detections of any 

of those compounds. 

The 2012 EWEB study chronicling eight years of data from the pre-treated 

source water also tells a positive story. The study concluded that, "[N]o 

significant detections based on the common LRL (laboratory reporting level) of 

any pesticide compounds were observed at the drinking-water intake or any 

mainstem river site, indicating that concentrations in the McKenzie River itself 

were consistently low." 

In fact, after testing for 175 different compounds for eight years, detections of 

herbicides used in forestry were rare and order of magnitude below any human 

health benchmarks. 
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drinking water for our entire community. But when it comes to forestry 

herbicide use, I agree with the eight-year EWEB study that concluded, 

"[F]orestry pesticide use is not considered a likely threat to drinking water 

quality at the present time." 

Jay Bozievidt represents the west Lane district on the Lane County Board of 

Commissioners. 
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