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As the regulations  are new and we don’ t have 

much data to unders tand the effec ts , we are go-

ing to take a look  at c it ies  that have rent contro l 

laws  and try  to unders tand the intended and un-

intended effec ts  that rent regulations  can have . 

We will use rent contro l regulations  as  a guide 

to unders tand what Por tland may  ex pec t from 

the recent inc rease of landlord and rental regula-

tions . R enta l hous ing  is  one  o f  the  la rges t  and 

mos t impor tant  s ourc e s  o f  hous ing  in  United 

S ta te s . Househo lds  o f  a ll demographic s  live  in 

renta l hous ing .  New laws  and  regu la t ions  and 

the ir  a f fe c ts  w ill be  fe lt  d ire c t ly  by  a  la rge  par t 

o f  our popula t ion .  “ E ven dur ing  the  homebuy -

ing  boom o f the  ear ly  20 0 0 ’s ,  [the  pe rc entage 

o f  hous eho lds  in] renta l hous ing  neve r fe ll 

be low  30%” (A lex ande r,  20 11) .

Po r t land  has  enac ted  s tr ic t  regu la t ions  on 

renta l un its  and  land lo rds ,  mak ing  rent ing  ve r y  

c omp lex  and  r is k y  to  ev ic t  tenants  and  s c reen 

tenants ; while  a ls o  c rea t ing  p r ic ey  pena lt ie s  

and  re loc at ion fe e s  p rev ious ly  d is cus s ed  in  the 

S pr ing  2020  Quar te r ly . S enate  B ill 6 0 8  enac t-

ing  rent  c ontro l is  one  o f  the  mos t sweep ing 

regu la t ions  O regon land lo rds  have  eve r s een . 

S ta tew ide  rent  c ontro l c aps  rent  inc reas es 

to  7%+  CP I,  while  ex empt ing  bu ild ings  c on-

s truc ted  in  the  las t  15  y ears . T he  comb inat ion 

o f  s ta te  and  loc a l regu la t ions  is  inc reas ing 

cos t  and  be lieved  to  be  lowe r ing  the  supp ly  o f 

mult i- family  deve lopment . (OL IS ,  20 19)

Rent contro l is  one of the mos t debated ideas 

in real es tate and hous ing policy . T he goal is  

meant to he lp low- and middle -c las s  income 

renters  s tay  in the ir home and not fa ll v ic tim to 

gentrif ication . We researched New York  C ity , 

S an F ranc isco, C ambridge and Los  Ange les  and 

the ac tual effec ts  rent contro l leg is lation has  had 

on these c it ies . It may  come as  a surprise but a 

healthy  contingent of economis ts  be lieve that 

rent contro l he lps  fue l higher rents  and fas ter 

gentrif ication in these c it ies  (D iamond , 20 19). 

In recent ar t ic les  in the Quar ter ly,  we have rev iewed  
and analy zed the major changes to landlord tenant  
law in Por t land and the state of Oregon.  

R E N T E R S  R E F L E C T  T H E  D I V E R S I T Y  O F  U S  
H O U S E H O L D S ,  B U T  A R E  M O R E  L I K E L Y  T O  B E  
Y O U N G ,  S I N G L E ,  A N D  L O W - I N C O M E

S H A R E  O F  H O U S E H O L D S  ( P E R C E N T )

N O T E S

Children are the house-
holders' own children 
under the age of 18. 
Income quartiles are 
equal fourths of all house-
holds (both owners and 
renters) sorted by pre-tax 
household income. Other 
family/non-family in-
cludes unmarried partner 
households. 

S O U R C E

JCHS tabulations of US 
Census Bureau, 2010  
Current Population Survey
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Rent Control has  a long and contentious his tory  in the United S tates . 

Beginning on the Eas t Coas t in the 1920 ’s  and f irs t appearing in New 

York  C ity  in the 1940 ’s  in response to the mass migration to the c ity  

during and af ter World War II (Gyourko, 1987).  Spreading to the wes t 

coas t in the 1970 ’s  with legis lation pass ing in San Franc isco and Los 

Angeles . In 2019 Oregon became the f irs t s tate in the union to pass  a 

s tatewide rent control ac t through senate bill 608 .  

The broadly stated goal of rent control has always been to protect those 

in need of housing from losing their home due to rising rents . Rent control 

is designed to act as a safety net decreasing risk for tenants , preferably  

lower income tenants . Ideally rent control allows those working to not worry  

about losing their residence. Unfortunately, this is not what happens .

Rent control ac ts  blindly  and keeping rental rates  low for anyone liv ing 

in units  defined as  rent controlled . Income, occupation, and other 

personal fac tors  are not taken into account. A  s tudy  by  the National 

Multifamily  Hous ing Council found that “rent s tabiliz ation and control 

polic ies  do a poor job at targeting benefits . W hile some low-income 

families  do benefit from rent control, those most in need of hous ing 

ass is tance are not the benefic iaries  of rent control” (S turtevant, 2018).  

Adam Dav idson of the NY T imes points  to a s tudy  by  N .Y.U .’s  Furman 

Center for Real E s tate and Urban Policy, s tating , “A  majority  of people 

in rent regulated Manhattan apartments  make far above the poverty  

level.”  This  is  a common s tory  in rent-controlled c ities . The major ben-

efit for rent control is  for the households  that are willing to s tay  put, not 

necessarily  lower income households . 

Rent control incentiv izes  tenants  to s tay  in place regardless  of their 

hous ing or job needs . A  S tanford s tudy  of S an Franc isco in 2017 s tates , 

“Rent control increased renters ’ probabilities  of s tay ing at their ad-

dresses  by  nearly  20%” (Diamond, 2019).  In some s tudies  people were 

occupy ing much larger then needed units  or v ice versa . New young 

families  are s tay ing put in smaller units  and poss ibly  avoiding becom-

ing home owners  due to the cos t protec tions afforded due to rent 

control (D iamond, 2019). This  lack  of mobiliz ation negative ly  affects  

the supply  and demand balance . Apartments  that are then exposed to 

the market will have higher demand and high prices .  Over time rent 

control will he lp far less  than intended . 

Additionally, rent control creates  a ripple effect, tak ing supply  off the 

open market and increas ing the demand for unregulated apartments . 

The percentage of unregulated apartments  varies  depending upon 

the spec if ics  of the c ity  and s tate regulation. In O regon, any  building 

that is  15 years  or younger is  exempt from rent control. However, the 

unregulated sec tor will like ly  shrink  over time as  more apartment reach 

the 15 -year threshold . Rent controlled units  in NYC account for 45% of 

the total inventory, rent controlled units  accounts  for 75% of hous ing 

inventory  in San Franc isco and 80% of the inventory  in Los Angeles  

(Katz , 2018).   These res tric tions  on inventory  are most common in the 

country ’s  most ex pens ive rental markets . 
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As rent control decreases risk for renters , it increas-

es risk for owners . Owners of multi-family units have 

less control over their investment and many stud-

ies have shown that rent controlled areas typically  

have high cases of deferred maintenance (Weiner, 

2014).  A ll business decis ions must take into ac-

count the return on investment. Investors have a 

hard time justify ing investing capital into properties  

where potential income is limited. Unfortunately, the 

regulation creates a Catch-22 and will lead to less  

desirable and neglected properties . 

The long term effect of deferred maintenance 

is  that the value of the neighborhood begins  to 

dec line . For any  c ity, this  will lead to a loss  of rev-

enue as  property  values  and property  taxes  fall. 

We saw this  direc t affect when Cambridge , MA 

disbanded rent control. A  s tudy  from Massachu-

set ts  Ins titute of Technology  (MIT ) es timated that 

the c ity  had los t out on 2 billion dollars  of taxable 

revenue over 10 years  due to rent control (Autor, 

2014).  The income generated from this  taxable 

revenue could be used towards schools , job train-

ing or other targeted affordable programs . 

Real es tate owners  are bus iness  sav v y  and will 

f ind a way  to earn a return on their inves tment. In 

many  places , owners  are allowed to ev ic t tenants  

for a demolition of the property  or can change 

the use of the property  to for-sale condos or even 

creating tenancy-in-common (T IC s) ownership 

s truc tures . These change of uses  or trans fers  

allow the building to s ide s tep rent control. The 

s tudy  out of S tanford also s tated that in their 

research, “Landlords  treated by  rent control 

reduced rental hous ing supply  by  15% , caus ing a 

5 .1% c ity -wide rent increase .”  The obv ious prob-

lem of the change of uses  is  that rental supply  in 

the c ity  is  again res tric ted which in turn increases 

the demand and therefore price of rent . Could 

Portland see an increase in condo assoc iations 

and T ICs?  Doubt ful, but it could be poss ible . 

H O U S I N G  C O S T S  A R E  H I G H E R  I N  A R E A S  
W I T H  R E S T R I C T I V E  L A N D  U S E  R E G U L A T I O N S  

A V E R A G E  G R O S S  R E N T ,  2 0 0 9  ( D O L L A R S )
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In conclus ion, we can see from the many s tudies  

on the subject that c ities and s tates that enact 

broad rent controls  end up doing more harm than 

good. Rent control does not specifically  help the 

people most in need, it helps those that are able 

to s tay  put the longest, regardless of income level. 

Regulations such as rent control, tenant screen-

ing, and mandatory  relocation fees only  increase 

costs , decrease supply, and drive up prices . If the 

Portland metropolitan area and the s tate of Oregon 

want to see actual progress and equity  in hous-

ing, they need to get creative and incentive the 

development of more hous ing units . The increase 

in supply  will satis fy  the demand and allow rents  

to moderate . More importantly, s tate and local 

leaders need to target households in actual need 

and help them find safe and affordable hous ing . 

B lanket polic ies along with v ilif ication of develop-

ers and landlords does more harm than good.  
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