


What isGentrification?
At itsmostbasiclevel, the term gentrification refers to the replacementof existingworking-
classcommunitieswith those fromamoreaffluentorwealthy class.

It isa longprocessthat beginswhenworking-classhomeownerssell low-pricedproperties
to aspiringlandlordsandotherswith avested interest inmakingvastprofits in the future.
Theseproperties are thenrented out to apopulationwho,due toa lackofpublichousing,
are forced topay rentssetwell abovewhat thoseonminimumwageorbenefits canafford.

In its final stage,rents are raisedto the pointwhere
ordinary working-classpeopleare simplypriced out
andreplacedbyhigherearners, professionals,
students,oranyoneelsewhocanafford topaywhat
aprevious working-classfamily simplycouldnot

Often, this processis facilitated by local government
bodiesunder the guiseof urbandevelopment.
Alternative social housingisbuilt elsewhere to
encourageworking-classfamilies tomoveon,while
protective measuressuchas rent controlsare
quashed,inevitably pricingoutentire communities.

InBelfast, theclose relationshipbetween landlords, speculators,andpoliticiansmakesthis
processevenmoreobvious.

TheIRSP believes that we arebeginningto see thisprocessofgentrification playingout
acrossBelfast andbeyond.We have takenthe first stepsin resistingwhat isacynical
attemptby thosewith political andeconomicpower to exploitworking-classcommunities—
communitiesthat deserve to remain intheareas they built andoftendefended.

West Belfast andtheFallsprovidea textbookexampleofwhatwill occurelsewhere if this
gentrification processgoesunchecked.AsLondonsociologistRuthGlass (the first touse the
termgentrification) stated:

“Once thisprocessof ʻgentrificationʼ starts inadistrict, it goesonrapidlyuntil all ormostof
theoriginal working-classoccupiersare displacedandthewholesocial character of the
district ischanged.”



Therootsofthe problem

There isabitter irony in the fact that Margaret Thatcher remainsademonichate figure inworking-
classBelfast (and rightly so),while thosewhohaveattainedeconomicandpolitical power in the
samedistricts implementher ideals.

Thatcher̓ sRight toBuyschemeof theearly 1980sallowed social housingtenants to purchasetheir
homesat adiscountedprice.Millions inEnglandandWales tookup the offer,asdidmanyhere in
the SixCountieswhen the schemewas introduced in 1983throughthe Housing(NI) Order.

While homeownership isnot inherently bador contradictory to working-classrepublicanor
socialist principles, themanipulation ofsuchaschemebyprofit-seekinglandlordsandspeculators
wasinevitable in theabsenceofsocial or economiccontrols.

TheIRSP haslongwarnedcommunitiesabout the long-termdangersthat wouldarise if individuals
boughtuppublichousingunderThatcher̓ s scheme,inacapitalist systemthat hadnoreal interest
inbuildinganymore.

One femaleIRSP organiserwentdoor todoor inBallymurphy,urgingpeople to reject thescheme—
even thoughsheherselfwas fully eligible tobuyherownhome.Tothisday,she refusestobuyher
ownhomeasamatterofprinciple.

Ceasefirespeculators

ThenegativeconsequencesofThatcher̓ sRighttoBuy schemetookdecadestobecomeapparent.
While thewar wasstill ongoing,andthe streetswere tense, theprospectof gentrifyingdistricts
likeDivisandBeechmount waszero.

Nevertheless, increasingnumbersofworking-classfamilies usedhard-earnedsavingsto buy their
owncouncilor NIHEhomesforas little as£10,000.

It mustbestressedthat these familiesdidnothing
wrong.Security of tenure, anend tooverhanging
rent, anda futurehomefor their children—these
are thingsthat all parentswant. In a just society,
suchsecurity wouldbepossible.

What followedhoweverwasfar fromjust.

In themonthsandyearsafter the 1994ceasefires,
property speculatorsofall kinds—fromacross
Ireland andbeyond—begangamblingonthe success
of the fledglingpeaceprocess.Theyofferedwhat
were, bypreviousstandards,generoussumsto local
families for their homes—formersocialhousing

properties that wouldbarelyhaveattracted single-figurebidsduringthe conflict.

TimeforProfit. Manypropertyspeculators received a
financial windfall ofprofitsfollowingthe ceasefire era ofthe

mid-90s.



For speculators, thiswasaonce-in-a-lifetimeopportunitytobuyupstill relatively cheapproperties,
rent themout later, andrecoup their costsin a shortperiod.

Asthepeaceprocessbecameembeddedandproperty prices rose, speculatorsinherited awindfall.

Thisexchangeofproperties fromworking-classfamilies to aspiring landlordssoonnecessitated the
riseof lettingagencies—middlemenwhoset the termsandconditionsof rental contracts across
the city.

ThegreatWest /North Belfast housingswindle

HousingBenefit levels forprivate renters are set byStormontpoliticiansusinga calculation tool
called the LocalHousingAllowance (LHA). Dependingonageandfamily size,the government
decideshowmuchapersonshouldbeallocated to rent ahome.

But what the governmentdeemsappropriate is clearlynot enoughfor landlords.

In2024-25,afamily requiring a three-bedroomrented house inBelfast couldexpectto receive
around£750permonthinHousingBenefit (or UniversalCredit) to cover rent. However,landlords
and lettingagenciesnowrarely charge lessthan £930permonth foramodest three-bedroom
homeinDivis, Beechmount,Ardoyne,or the NewLodge.

For those luckyenoughtooccupysocialhousingthis is lessofaproblem.

YetWest Belfast tops theNorth s̓45ʼ000-housingwaitinglist, a fact that lettingagenciesandtheir
landlordclientshavedisgracefullyusedto exploitthose in the private sector.

ApplyingTorystyle s̒upplyanddemandʼprinciples to the situation, lettingagenciesinBelfast now
rarely charge less than£930permonth foramodest three-bedroomhouse inareassuchasDivis,
Beechmount, Ardoyneandthe NewLodge1.
Creatingahugemonthlyshortfall ofhundredsof
poundsandforcingalready strugglingfamilies to
findthemoneyelsewhereor face the threat of
eviction.All this indistricts alreadyblightedby
hugechildpoverty levels.

Over recent years, it hasbecomeevident that
lettingagenciesandtheir landlordclientshave
acquiredsomanyproperties inWest Belfast that
they cannowexploit thehousingshortage,
engagingin rental extortion that scamshard-
pressedfamilies andthe governmentitself outof
millions.

1https://www.nihe.gov.uk/housing-help/local-housing-allowance/average-weekly-market-rent-data

TheSixcounty Local HousingAllowance rentalmap. Figures
providedsit well belowwhat is normallycharged byprivate

landlords.



TheIRSP makesnoapology forblamingthispractice for the Dickensianlevels of poverty
seenacrossBelfast. It isnocoincidence that foodbanksare boomingwhile struggling
familiesgowithout foodorheat just topayextortionate rents.

TheGentrification begins

Worse still, landlordsandtheir agentsnowfind themselves insuchapositionofpower -given their
provencloserelationshipwith politiciansand thesubsequentabsenceofgovernmentrent controls
-that they canpursuethe gentrification ofdistrictsbyoutpricing the traditional localworking-class
population, replacing itwith ahigherearningandmoresociallymobiledemographic.

When weconsider thechangingurban landscapeofwest
Belfast, includingthecloseproximityof thenewGrand
Centraltravel hub,thenewglider routes, the close
proximityof the RVH,alongwith variousstudent
residential hubs;one canseehowvulture property
speculatorswouldseeanopportunity forharvestingeven
moreprofitsvia the rental sector inwest Belfast.

Theonlyobstacle beingthe already existingworking-class
communitiesthat live there.

Thisreality canbedemonstratedwhenweview the
increasingnumbersofproperties inWest Belfast, with rents

that gofarbeyondeven the extortionate levelspreviouslymentionedandwhichplacehomesin
workingclassareaswell beyondthemeansofworking-classfamilies.

IRSP ʻDrop the Rents̓ andAnti Eviction campaigns.

TheIRSP begantopublicly challenge theseemergingrental practices in2020,with activists
entering several lettingagenciesinWest Belfast andpolitely demandingthat they reducerents to
LHA(HousingBenefit) levels, informingthemofourintention to takepeaceful protest action
shouldthey fail todoso.

Twoyearsprior to this the partyhadalsomadepublictheir intentions topeacefully prevent
evictionsof anytenants inWest Belfast by anyrentingbodyandforwhatever reason.TheIRSP
viewed their ʻDropthe Rents̓ campaignasanextensionof thispromise.

Asexpected,the IRSP were initially ignoredbyall lettingagenciesandonall thesepoints.

Soontheprotest action followedhowever with advertisedpropertiesbeingvisitedandhavinglarge
adhesive stickersplacedontheir windowsanddoorsdeclaring ʻProperty underdisputeʼ – ʻDropthe
Rents̓ .Thepremisesof said lettingagencieswere alsovisited by IRSP picketsforcingsometodown
shuttersandclosebusinessfor the day.

This4Bedroompropertyon theSpringfield Rdwas
advertised at a rent of£1800permonth.



Onnumerousoccasionsthese actions forced letting agenciestodrop their rents to amore
respectable level, lest lettingagenciessimplyfail to find tenantswhowouldagreeto takeona
contract.

Theseactions occurred ondozensof
properties acrossWest andNorth
Belfast andindeedfurther afield in
Newry andDerry, inactions that found
unanimousapproval fromall
commentators̓ bar the localmediaand
the landlordcommunitythemselves.
Thepremisesofsaid letting agencies
werealso visitedby IRSP picketsforcing
sometodown shuttersandclose
businessfor the day.

In2018,the IRSP hadbeencontactedby
ayoungmother fromDiviswhohadfoundherself facingthe threat of eviction by theHousing
Executive, due toanoverpaymentofHousingBenefit whichoccurredbecauseshehadreturned to
full timestudy.Anothergift fromtheThatcherera designedtoprevent workingclasspeopleon
benefits frombecomingmaturestudentsandsogetting a̒bove their station .̓

TheIRSPmadeit very clear to thiswomanthat theywould standfirmandprevent anyattempt to
evict her fromherhome.TheHousingExecutivewere likewise informedwith assurancesgiventhat
wewouldmakesure the policingcostswouldcometoanamountmuchhigher thanany
overpayment.

IRSPMembersfromacrossBelfast wereput onnotice that they were tobe ready at thedropof a
hat andtomaketheir way toDivisfor thepurposeofpreventinganyevictionof thismother from
herhome.All agreedtodropwhat they were doingandmakethemselvesavailable dayornight.
Offersof support alsoflooded in fromthe public and fromother republicanorganisations.

Suchwasthe level of feelingon this issuethat inanother semihumorousincident,Housing
ExecutiveofficialsvisitinganotherDivisresidentonatotally unrelatedmatterweremistakenfor an
evictionparty, andby the time IRSP membersbeganpouringinto the area thepoorNIHEofficials
were runningupAlbert Street asfast asispossibleinabusinesssuit.

Noharmwasdone, thewordgotback,thebenefits overpaymentwaswaived, andtheeviction
prevented.We are ledtobelieve that the NIHE soughtandreceived counselonthematter from
other politicalparties inthe area andwere advisedto let thematter rest.

IRSP lead theway inexposingandopposingthe landlordsysteminWest
andNorthBelfast.



Not longafter this however theparty didhave to act andphysicallyprevent the incursionof an
actual evictionparty, alongwithpolice andcourt officialswhoattempted toenter Divisandevict a
lowpaidworkingmanwhohad fallen intoarrears thanksto thenewly installedUniversalCredit

system.Since that timeanddueto thepositive
publicity,that wasraised, the IRSP arenow the first
port of call for peoplefacingeviction inWest Belfast,
andweare rarely if ever notnow ʻonanti-eviction
noticeʼ of one typeorother.

The lettingagenciessoonbegantonotice our ʻDrop
theRent̓ actionsalso,with prospectiverenters and
viewers callingto enquire astowhy theproperty
theywere viewingwas ʻunderdispute .̓The
campaignwasbeginningtohave the desiredeffect,
andthenew property classwerebecoming
uncomfortable.

Thefightagainstfuture gentrification

Until thispointour campaignshavebeen reasonably successfulinboth raisingawarenessof the
issues,lowering somerentsandpreventingsomeevictions.

Thefuture fight againstgentrification will beamuchtougher fight, callingtogether every possible
aspectof classstruggleandforcingthosewhoclaimtowant to fight toput their moneywhere
their mouthsare.

We areupfor that fight andencourageall of a likemindto joinus init.

FIGHTFOROURCOMMUNITIES, FIGHTFOROURCLASS, FIGHTGENTRIFICATION.

Costellohouse@irsp.ie

Hundredsgathertoprotestan eviction inNorthBelfast
followingamobilisationcall fromthe IRSP.


