
Portland needs more than Irish luck to avoid a Celtic Tiger-style housing crash.  

Dear Editor,  

I recently moved back to Maine after living in Ireland since 2005. Throughout the ten years I 

lived there, I was regularly asked how I found living in Ireland different than Maine.  My 

standard reply was that it would have been a bigger culture shock for me to move to New 

York City or California than to Ireland.  In fact, I often felt more out of place attending 

college at Tufts University than I did living in a small fishing village in County Kerry.  Mainers 

and the Irish share a dark and dry sense of humor, a flair for understated story-telling, and a 

dislike for pretensions.  There are geographic and economic similarities as well.  Both 

economies were once dominated by farming- and fishing-related industries and are now 

struggling to maintain those traditional industries while also cultivating a small business 

sector that can attract growth.  Both Ireland and Maine have one large city that differs 

greatly from the rest of the country and state. These cities dominate regional development 

and pose challenges for policy-makers and tax payers.   

In Ireland, this city is Dublin.  Dublin was the city in Europe during the Celtic Tiger, that 

period of Irish economic development from the 1990s to 2007 when Ireland’s economy was 

booming and it was the envy of the Euro zone.  The Celtic Tiger was driven by international 

corporations investing in the high-tech industry in Dublin, sharp population growth due to 

immigration, and booming real estate development. A government policy of tax incentives 

for home buyers, virtually no oversight of the financial sector and relentless media coverage 

of the real estate market helped inflate the property bubble.  When the bubble burst in 

2006, it led to an Irish banking crisis and deep financial and social hardship for Ireland’s 

people.   

Portland today shares some characteristics with the Dublin of the Celtic Tiger era.  Portland 

has a growing economy, a growing population, attractive technology and services sector and 

an increasing demand for housing.  These factors are increasing real estate prices and 

income in certain segments of the city, and posing policy challenges for the local 

government.  Unfortunately for Dublin, the Irish government failed to find the right balance 

between promotion of housing development and prevention of an unsustainable property 

bubble.  Fortunately for Portland, the new City Council has made the housing issue one of its 

top priorities.   

Portland’s City Council has formed a Housing Committee tasked with identifying policy 

solutions which promote the development of affordable housing and house the city’s 

increasing homeless population. These issues are closely connected: a lack of affordable 

housing puts more and more people at risk of homelessness and turns people with short-

term financial or personal challenges into long-term homeless.  The Housing Committee has 

recently adopted one logical solution to increase Portland’s supply of affordable housing by 

enacting an inclusionary zoning policy for real estate development in the city.  

The logic is good.  Under the Housing Committee’s proposal, developers would be required 

to build a certain amount of ‘affordable’ housing units as a condition of their zoning, even 

though they are not likely to see as much profit from the affordable housing sector.  Without 



such regulations, developers (who recognize large profits from development when real 

estate prices are high) would have no incentive to create affordable housing and the rental 

rates would continue to price many renters out of the city market.  

 

So -- why didn’t the same thing work in Ireland? 

I was working in the local government there when it became clear the inclusionary zoning 

policy adopted by the Irish government in 2000 wasn’t producing the amount of affordable 

units it should.  The problem was that city councils were ill-equipped to enforce the policy.  

Developers put the local government under significant pressure to zone or ‘grant 

permissions’ at a fast pace and they had the public, banks, and media on their side, all crying 

out for expedited zoning decisions in order to capitalize on the rising real estate prices.  As 

prices continued to increase, developers often accepted financial fines and penalties rather 

than set aside the mandated 20% of development for affordable housing.  

Builders could also buy out of their obligation with cash and land, or apply for exemptions. 

Additionally, many builders held exemptions because sites had received zoning permission 

prior to the passage of Section V.  The close relationship between city planning authorities, 

land owners, builders, and financers of large housing development projects often resulted in 

fast-tracked zoning approval that did not accommodate the infrastructure and design needs 

of many vulnerable groups who require social housing.  

 Answering the desires of the Celtic Tiger homebuyers, Ireland’s developers built for short-

term gain but not long-term communities. Today, despite the massive housing development 

produced during the Celtic Tiger, Ireland faces a housing shortage and Dublin is experiencing 

a rent crisis and record homelessness.  But Portland doesn’t need to end up the same way.  

The City Council’s Housing Committee has made a sensible proposal to face the challenge of 

promoting sustainable development for all of Portland’s residents, including the most 

vulnerable sections of society whom the market, if left unregulated, will consistently ignore.  

I hope the citizens of Portland will accept the unpopular but necessary regulation of the 

housing market that begins with inclusionary zoning and probably will require further 

interventions in zoning, future large-scale development, rental prices and the building of 

social housing. Of course, we all hope that Portland’s economy won’t suffer a downfall on 

the scale of the Celtic Tiger, but many citizens of Portland are all ready affected by the 

increasing homelessness issue and everyone will be affected if Portland’s growth ends with a 

pop.   

As Portland gears up to celebrate St. Patrick’s Day, I hope people here enjoy the Irish “ceoil 

agus craic” without imitating the short-sighted development choices that created deep 

financial and social hardships in the wake of the Celtic Tiger.  

*An Irish expression that translates to music and fun  

 

 


