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HOW RENT CONTROL CAN BUILD STABLE, HEALTHY COMMUNITIES

Rent control is the subject of a great deal of
public debate, most of which does not focus on
its direct impacts on tenants but on potential
indirect effects or “unintended consequences.”
Unfortunately, while some housing economists
have called for an evidence-based approach to
understanding rent control, the debate is heavily
influenced by anti-rent control perspectives from
the real estate industry, as well as “economics
101" theory that says any limit on prices will
dampen incentives for building, reduce supply,
and increase rents.! However, as economist Gary
Painter notes, an equally valid economic theory

is that in tight rental markets (where developers
and landlords have market power), rent control
can increase supply: if housing developers cannot
generate extra profitt through rent increases,

it creates an incentive to build more units.?
Evidence suggests this is the case in California,
where overall production is too low, but cities with
rent control are building far more apartments than
cities without regulations.®

Researchers at the University of Southern
California recently reviewed the literature

and found clear positive impacts on tenant
stability and affordability (as described in the
next section), while the evidence for many
negative unintended consequences is weak or
inconclusive.* Moreover, if there are negative
effects, they can be mitigated by closing
loopholes, strengthening other tenant protections,
and other policies and investments.
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RENT CONTROL DOES NOT DECREASE HOUSING
PRODUCTION. In general, other factors including
overall market conditions and zoning have far more
influence over new housing supply than the presence
of rent regulations.® Multiple longitudinal studies of
rent control in New Jersey have found no discernible
impact on construction rates.® After the repeal of rent
control in Boston, construction rates decreased for
multifamily buildings, even as rents nearly doubled in
eight years.”

RENT CONTROL IS NOT THE CHIEF CAUSE OF RENTS
INCREASING IN NON-REGULATED UNITS, and can
even be protective against such increases.

In Massachusetts (before it was abolished),
California, and New Jersey, rent control either
slightly increased affordability in non-controlled
units or had no effect.® One study of rent control
in San Francisco found that landlords converting
their buildings to condos or otherwise removing
them from the rental stock led to a decline in
supply and an increase in rents—suggesting that
the problem is not rent control itself but loopholes
that need to be closed.?®

RENT CONTROL DOES NOT NECESSARILY LEAD

TO DECLINES IN MAINTENANCE.!° The empirical
research is ambiguous on the relationship between
rent control and building quality. In Boston and
elsewhere, the loosening of rent control fueled
gentrification and largely cosmetic building
improvements.!! Yet in New Jersey, rent control

had no negative impact on plumbing, a critical
health and safety issue.'? When strong eviction
protections are in place, rent control can provide
tenants with leverage to attain improved conditions
(see page 31). In Washington, DC, the share of
physically deficient units quickly declined after rent
stabilization and 61 percent of tenants said they
were more willing to insist on repairs.'3
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