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PropertyPal’s Housing Market Review offers 
expert opinion and informative insight to some 
of the biggest challenges facing the Northern 
Ireland housing market. 

 • The Northern Ireland housing market: From crisis to boom

 • Increasing house prices: What can we expect in 2022

 • Construction market cost constraints: What does this mean for 
  developers and contractors

 • Social housing in Northern Ireland: What is needed to support
  this sector

 • The struggling self-builders: Is the self-build market drying up

 • Will the cost of building materials be affordable again

 • Tiresome tenants: What is going on with renting at the moment

 • Green initiatives and policy: Who will pay 

 • Purchasing a property: Investment vs costs

 • First-time buyer fears: Is now the right time for a first-time buyer
  to enter the market

Introduction

A word from our Chief Economist

Themes for discussion

I’m delighted to bring you our Housing Market Review for 2021. 
In early December, PropertyPal welcomed a panel of industry 
professionals with the aim of providing insight into existing and 
future housing market trends. The following report provides in-depth 
commentary and market insights from industry experts across the 
housing market from social and affordable housing development, the 
construction sector and the wider economic climate.

We hope PropertyPal’s Housing Market Review for 2021 brings you 
an understanding of how major economic events have impacted the 
local housing market and the latest projections for 2022 and beyond. 

Jordan Buchanan
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Jordan Buchanan
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PropertyPal

Jordan Buchanan is the Chief Economist at 

PropertyPal, acting as the spokesperson for 

the company and a trusted subject matter 

expert on all UK and Northern Ireland 

economic and housing matters. 

Jordan is a member of the Board of Directors 

in Co-Ownership, Northern Ireland’s shared 

ownership provider. Jordan lectured in 

Economics in the Ulster Business School and 

is a regular commentator across a range of 

media outlets.

Anita Conway joined Radius (formerly Fold) in 

2011. Prior to this Anita worked in the private 

construction sector as Commercial Director 

working throughout Europe. Anita has 

extensive experience in residential, hospitality 

and commercial property development. 

Before working in the private sector Anita 

gained over fifteen years experience working 

in several Housing Associations within 

the property development and housing 

management field.

Anita has an MSc in Property Development 

and Investment from UUJ and a BA (Hons) in 

Housing from Hallam University, Sheffield.

Meet the panellists

Anita Conway
Director of Development

Radius Housing
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Richard Ramsey
Chief Economist

Ulster Bank

Richard Ramsey is a well-known face and voice 
in Northern Ireland, commenting on a range 
of economic and business issues including the 
housing market, the labour market and the 
performance of the private sector. He also runs 
the UlsterEconomix blog where you can find his 
commentary and research.

Richard is Chief Economist, Northern Ireland, at 
Ulster Bank. He is a member of the Department 
of Finance’s Statistics Advisory Committee 
and Queen’s University Management School 
International Advisory Board. Before joining 
Ulster Bank in 2007, Richard spent 10 years in 
the public sector – including spells as Principal 
Economist at the Department of Enterprise, Trade 
and Investment (DETI) and with Invest NI. He also 
held a number of economist posts within the 
Department of Finance & Personnel. Richard is a 
graduate of Loughborough University with a BSc 
in Economics & Human Geography and an MSc in 
European Economics and Finance.

Mark Spence joined the CEF in 2019 having 
served 8 years’ as a Director for one of 
Northern Ireland’s main contractors. His 
involvement with UK and Irish construction 
goes back more than 25 years to his role 
advising both clients and bidders on major PFI/
PPP capital procurements for education, health 
and infrastructure.

Mark is a Senior Advisor to the Construction 
Leadership Council (CLC) representing the 
views of the NI construction industry.

He was also appointed by the Finance Minister 
to the newly constituted Procurement Board 
which has responsibility for developing public 
sector procurement policy and practice for the 
£3bn annual spend by the NI Executive.

Mark Spence
Managing Director

Construction Employers Federation
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The Northern Ireland housing 
market: From crisis to boom

Clodagh: We’ll kick things off by 
taking a look at how the property 
market has been affected in the last 
18 months by the pandemic because 

we know that there are some characteristics of 
the housing market here that we’ve been talking 
about for years. Whether it’s issues around 
lack of supply, there has been very strong 
demand. But more recently there have been new 
challenges that have cropped up, and indeed, an 
unexpected boom. Normally whenever there’s an 
economic crisis, we would expect house prices 
to fall, but it’s been the opposite here and there 
have been some really interesting changes in 
the market. I know that a lot of the PropertyPal 
data has shown some places were trying to buy a 
house has become that bit more attractive. We’ll 
kick things off by looking at how the property 
market is going up at the minute and some of 
the main challenges.  Jordan, you have been 
tracking this for some time, what do you think 
are some of the key factors facing the housing 
market at the moment? 

Jordan: Yeah, you raised a good 

point there. 18 months ago, 

whenever we first hit COVID we 

were trying to figure out what 

does this actually mean for ourselves, for our 

families and ultimately the business and the 

operating environment from the property 

market perspective. Effectively, the housing 

market was closed. It wasn’t officially, but it 

significantly impeded for a three-month period 

last year. Surveyors couldn’t go out to view 

properties to value them which meant bank 

lending dried up. The conveyancing industry, 

which relies on our Land and Property Services, 

closed their doors because of the nature of 

their systems. Transaction activity stalled and 

everything was paused. It was during that period 

that economists all around the world, myself 

included, were attempting to figure what this 

would mean for the housing market.

The truth was almost nobody expected to see a 

rise in house prices and sales, it was nonsensical. 

We were facing the biggest recession in 300 

years. We had approximately 260,000 people on 

furlough at peak levels, which was about a third 

of our private-sector workforce. 

Hello and Welcome

Thank you so much for joining us today for PropertyPal’s Housing 
Market Review for 2021. I am joined by a panel of industry experts 
and we’re going to be talking about several different issues and 
how the housing market here has been affected by the pandemic. 

My name is Clodagh Rice, I’m the Business Correspondent at BBC 
Northern Ireland and I’m joined by Mark Spence, the Managing Director 
of the Construction Employers Federation, Richard Ramsey, the Chief 
Economist at Ulster Bank, Anita Conway, Director of Development at 
Radius Housing and Jordan Buchanan, the Chief Economist here at 
PropertyPal. Thank you all so much for joining me.
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We had a surge in mortgage repayment 

holidays. We had rental eviction measures 

introduced. All these things were bubbling 

beneath the surface, and we were kind of 

thinking of this, this is quite a dangerous 

position for the economy to be in. Sure enough, 

the market re-opened, and we had this almighty 

boom in transaction activity. We understand 

the reasons for that a lot better now, but if 

I was to kind of highlight a couple of them: 

Everyone’s experienced 

the pandemic 

differently and some 

households have really 

struggled financially, 

but equally a lot of 

households have 

done exceptionally 

well. They’ve been on 

their full income, and 

you take away all the 

spending choices; they 

weren’t paying for 

childcare, they weren’t 

paying commuting 

costs, they weren’t 

going out to hotels 

and holidays. And what we very simply saw was 

bank balances increasing at very rapid rates. The 

Bank of England suggests around £170 billion 

pounds of additional savings in bank accounts 

during the pandemic. For a bit of context, that’s 

over four times the size of the whole Northern 

Ireland economy. We’ve seen huge pools of 

additional money. Then you’ve got people in 

their houses for longer. You tell them your 

house now must become a classroom, it has 

become a place of work and you must spend 

a lot more time there. As rational sense would 

tell you, a lot of people were evaluating what 

they wanted. So, then this so-called term, the 

“race for space” was introduced and we’ve seen 

lots of activity with people looking for more 

space, maybe looking in areas they otherwise 

hadn’t considered. Then on top of that, the 

Chancellor announced the stamp duty holiday 

which put some fuel in the fire. All these things 

came to the fore and now we’re in a position 

where it looks like Northern Ireland is going to 

have around 33,000 

housing transactions 

this year. This is back 

at 2007 levels, the most 

transactions for 15 odd 

years and house prices 

are currently growing 

at around 10% year on 

year. That being said, 

it’s now December 

and we’re starting to 

see everything settling 

down considerably. 

ProperyPal’s data sets 

over the last three or 

four months of activity 

have shown a gradual 

softening in sales levels. They’re closer to pre-

pandemic levels, but they’re considerably lower 

than they were at peak levels last year. House 

price growth is cooling and generally everything 

in the market is settling. If I was to characterise 

the whole housing market journey over the last 

18 months in a sentence, I would say there’s 

been too much money chasing too few houses. 
 

It looks like Northern Ireland 
is going to have around 
33,000 housing transactions 
this year. This is back at 2007 
levels, the most transactions 
for 15 odd years and house 
prices are growing at around 
10% year on year.
Jordan Buchanan
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Increasing house prices: 
What can we expect in 2022

Clodagh: Richard, can I bring you in 
on this because we know 10% price 
increases, that doesn’t sound very 
sustainable, are you expecting things 
to soften as we head into 2022? 

Richard:  Yes. I’ve been surprised 
that the rate of growth we have seen 
across the property market. I think as 
we go into 2022, I expect prices are 

going to soften. I still think demand is going to be 
pretty strong and as Jordan said, there’s still too 
much money chasing too few properties. There’s 
been a big fall in the available stock in terms of 
new houses being built. There has been a pick up 
from last year, but it’s still going to be problematic 
going forward and I think rising house prices, in 
terms of all the housing metrics, may be the only 
metric still rising next year. I think that the huge 
surge in transactions that we’ve seen this year is 
going to represent the high watermark and it’s 
going to fall back next year. 

Similarly, in terms of starts and completions, given 
the problems with supply chain disruption for 
construction materials, building costs, inflation, all 
of that is going to mean we’re going to be building 
fewer houses next year than this year. Overall, 
I think the property market is going to be cool. 
Also, from the economic factors as well, we could 
well have an interest rate rise later this month 
and maybe another couple of rises next year. But 
I think one of the big issues facing the housing 
market is going to be the whole cost of living crisis 
and affordability. One of the key issues that we’ve 
seen over the last year and a half has been the 
demand from people in GB. The whole working 
from home has kind of liberated them so they’re 
now available too. They can avail of London 
salary with Northern Ireland property prices and 
improve their living standards. I think that’s one to 
watch going forward next year.

Construction market cost 
constraints: What does this 
mean for developers and 
contractors

Clodagh: One of the constraints 
you mentioned there is that we 
aren’t going to be building as many 
houses. Mark, if I could bring you 

in, we know the construction market has been 
facing a turbulent time. First of all, it’s hard to get 
a builder and it’s difficult for the builder to get 
their materials. Have you or your members seen 
any sign of things settling down? 

Mark: Since COVID, like everybody 
else in March 2020, we shut down. 
But unlike most sectors of the 
economy, construction came back 

to work relatively quickly. We were able to 
implement safe working procedures given its 
largely outdoor work. So, we were back at work 
but many of the statutory agencies weren’t. 
There were frustrations for our contractors 
trying to complete transactions, but it’s been a 
very buoyant market and that has bucked the 
trend, our contractors have been very busy. 

There’s a considerable number of new 
developments underway and being complete. 
But the problem we have is rising material costs, 
shortages of key materials and rising labour 
costs like the rest of the economy. The wider 
housing market can raise the price of the house 
for sale, but there’s a natural ceiling to that, 
there’s the point that salaries don’t support 
mortgages so you can’t support transactions. 
We are now coming to that phase, and I think 
that is being reflected in the cooling in the 
market for contractors. Developers are deciding 
at what points they continue to build new houses 
ensuring the demand is definitely there. There 
remains more than enough demand, but can 
people afford to buy the houses for the cost it 
takes the developer to deliver them?
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Developers will not continue to the point they 
can’t make a profit on, that makes no sense.  

We have all these economic pressures on our 
contracting community that’s making life quite 
difficult. Material costs, as you know, have been 
a feature and there should be some assistance 
from the public sector towards those costs. 
Shortages are not the issue that they were but 
are still an issue. The house can’t be completed 
until every component is in there. So, it’s the 
weakest link scenario. 

 If anything’s in short supply, it can cause 

problems but generally, the biggest pressure on 

developers is making a profit with all the extra 

costs and increased regulatory requirements 

on new buildings will add to those costs. The 

warning lights are starting to appear on the 

dashboard, even for developers who have had a 

relatively good ride through this pandemic.

Social Housing in Northern 
Ireland: What is needed to 
support this sector

Clodagh: Any constraints on the 
building of houses will also have 

a huge impact on social housing. Anita, is that 
something that you’re worried about from your 
own point of view? 

Anita: I think we are. As we’ve said 
there, we were very lucky. We were 
back on site and developing and it 
was very important to do that. As 

people face all these economic challenges, it’s 
going to add pressure and demand for more 
social housing. I think the issue Mark alluded to, 
is developers and builders are afraid to price for 
jobs because construction contracts may last 12 
months, 14 months, 24 months. You’re trying to 
guesstimate what that cost is going to be and 
what the property market will be like. Many 
contractors who would normally tender aren’t 
due to ongoing price uncertainty.

This is a very busy time of year for us, and we 
are concerned about upcoming tenders. We 
want to start over 300, nearly 400 new homes 
this year, but we need to be able to build them. 
The whole labour costs and the skills shortage 
is a massive issue. The materials have been an 
issue, they still are an issue. We’ve had a lot of 
contract extensions, but we will get the new 
homes delivered. This year, we’ve already got 200 
properties handed over so it’s good news in that 
sense. But the next 12 to 18 months are going 
to be incredibly challenging to give people the 
confidence to come in the construction arena and 
to take on these contracts.

Clodagh: And what more do you
think could be done to help? I mean, 
is it more government support? Is that 
the answer or is it more complicated 
than that? 

Anita: I think if developers were given 
financial surety, and us as well, that 
would help as with any construction 
it’s a commercial transaction.

There’s a considerable 
number of new developments 
underway and being 
completed, but the problem we 
have is rising material costs, 
shortages of key materials and 
rising labour costs like the rest 
of the economy.
Mark Spence
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At the minute, if there’s an additional cost, we 
have to meet it. We have to try and manage our 
risk the same as anyone else. But I think if there 
was government support for the construction 
sector, the response would be very welcome.

I have to say, it’s maybe the speed of how that 
support is delivered is sometimes a challenge 
and the developers want to have certainty that is 
lasting for a certain period of time. I think that’s 
a challenge, because it’s tied to inflation, and 
nobody really knows how that’s going to pan out 
next year. I think Mark, maybe you’d agree that it 
would give a level of surety for people and level 
of confidence that they can come into the market 
now and have some sort of idea that there’s 
support if required that would help them to 
deliver those properties. I think that’s key.

The struggling self-builders: Is 
the self-build market drying up

Jordan: Can I ask a question on this. 
What do you think this means for 
those who are doing self builds at the 
minute? I was speaking to an architect 

last week who said to me, nobody’s doing self 
builds at the minute, it’s all dried up because it’s 
too uncertain, we can’t get the tradesmen, can’t 
get the staff, and prices are just too volatile where 
the builder won’t commit to a fixed-term contract. 
For people that are doing a self-build, obviously 
they have a finite amount of finance for mortgage 
lending, what’s your view on that? Are fixed-price 
contracts just going to be a thing of the past in the 
short term? 

Mark: I think the self-build market is 
uniquely difficult at this point in time. 
Builders are looking for certainty 
and as Anita says, whatever contract 

they’re signing up to, they want some level of 
assurance that they will get covered for the costs 
if there are increases. Self-build and unique 

projects are by their nature, bespoke. Materials 
could be a particular issue and skills are without 
a doubt an issue across the industry. I think what 
you’ll find is contractors are putting the resources 
towards larger contracts, which have more surety 
attached to them rather than individuals. it’s a 
difficult sector, I think people will be calling on 
favours more than contracts, to get some 
projects over the line. 

Will the cost of building 
materials be affordable again

Clodagh: We’ve had quite a lot of 
questions on social media so I’m 
going to drop a few in now as they tie 
into this. Mark, in terms of the latest 

on building supply costs, some people have been 
asking “Will the price of building materials ever 
be affordable again?” I know from interviewing 
builders in the past, many said prices will come 
down, but not by as much that they’ve gone up.

Mark: Yes, I think that’s true of all 
things in life. We’ve all seen prices 
go up and they rarely come down. 
We work closely with the RICS who 

provide the indices for the industry on materials. 
The projections at the moment are that the prices 
will level off by the end of March 2022. There’s 
no expectation that prices will come down. There 
may be some fluctuation, some up, some down, 
but really what we are saying is we’re moving to 
a new level of cost. This is the cost base going 
forward. Now that doesn’t remove any risk of 
fluctuations. Anita is quite right that next year is 
going to be a difficult year again. There could be 
further fluctuations around, but I think the answer 
to people who are interested in “do I defer the 
extension to the house until next year?” You might 
save something by doing it now compared to the 
next year, but it’s not going to be cheaper if you 
leave it for six months or 12 months, it’s probably 
never going to be cheaper than it is now.
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Clodagh: So we aren’t expecting 
prices to come down?

Mark: We’re not sadly, we’re 
not. I mean, from the contractor 
community, that’s difficult in those 
contracts where we can’t pass that 

cost on. Now, in the future, that will become 
the biggest cost. But at the moment, if you’re 
locked into a contract, you’re probably going to 
make a loss on it, quite frankly. The costs are not 
expected to reduce.

Tiresome tenants: What is 
going on with renting at
the moment

Clodagh: I’ve also had a question
here that I’m going to put to you, 
Jordan. This one basically says, what is 
going on with renting at the moment?

I can’t get a house anywhere, there’s so much 
competition. 

Jordan: That’s the sad reality and is 
a story we hear all the time at the 
minute, the rental market is brutal. 
PropertyPal’s latest information tells 

us rents are growing about five and a half per cent 
year on year and it’s been like that for the last 
couple of months. The shortage of properties is a 
big concern. If you went on to PropertyPal today 
versus if you went on the 1st of December 2019, 
there’s around 50% less stock available. Against 
that backdrop, demand has increased, as tends to 
happen during periods of economic uncertainty. 
These conflicting forces are pushing rents up. 

A couple of months ago on average there were 
78 enquiries for every rental property we put up. 
That’s about four times what it was compared to 
pre-pandemic and at the minute we’re still getting 
around 40 to 45 enquiries for every property that 
goes up. It’s a very difficult time for renters out 

there. Part of the challenge we’ve seen is lots of 
landlords have been selling up properties. That’s a 
symptom of strong market conditions. 
We have some landlords, particularly in the 
Northern Ireland market who maybe bought a 
buy-to-let property around the 2007/08 property 
boom. They’ve been trapped in negative equity for 

the last decade, and the recent price appreciation 
has given them an exit opportunity. We looked 
at all the rental properties we put on the market 
during 2018-2020 and approximately 6% of 
those listings have moved over to the sales 
market this year. That’s not far off a thousand 
properties that have left the rental market to avail 
of the strong market conditions. On top of that, 
there’s potentially more regulation coming into 
the private rented sector, including new green 
housing initiatives. However, whenever you put 
additional regulation in front of landlords, that’s 
another concern that landlords would regularly 
cite that would encourage them to leave the 
sector. It’s a very difficult period for renters, 
there’s no getting around that. Ultimately, we 
need more supply coming through. Increased 
supply is urgently required to alleviate those 
pressures that a lot of renters are facing. There 
are pockets, particularly in Belfast, where almost 
40% of your income is spent on servicing your 
rental property. Once you factor in what Richard 

PropertyPal’s latest 
information tells us rents are 
growing about five and a half 
per cent year on year. It’s been 
like that for the last couple of 
months, but the shortage of 
properties is a big concern.
Jordan Buchanan
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mentioned around the rising cost of living and 
energy costs, it’s eroding that limited income 
and there’s going to be a whole cohort of our 
already very large private rented sector who 
can’t save any money from month to month. The 
homeownership dream is becoming a distant 
hope of the past.

Green initiatives and policy: 
Who will pay

Clodagh: Anita, I could see you 
nodding there as Jordan was talking 
about these kinds of green policy 
initiatives and regulation. I know 

that’s something that Mark you’re keen to touch 
on as well. We all know that this is the way things 
are heading. While we might not have a clear 
knowledge of our own local energy strategy in 
Northern Ireland, as Jordan mentioned, would you 
be afraid that any increase in regulation will put 
people off in a way when you’re already struggling 
to get enough homes built?

Anita: For us in the social sector, we 
would want that, because we retain 
all our stock, so this regulation is 
something we actually want to come in.

Fuel poverty is a massive issue for our sector, 
so we construct properties as airtight and as 
warm as possible, using a fabric first approach. 
But from the market perspective, when you’re 

hit with significant additional costs and if the 
markets already capped at a certain price and 
you need to add substantial expense, then 
it will just prevent people from building new 
properties. That will take investment out of 
the private sector. We think that something 
should happen quickly to promote sustainable 
construction.

Green initiatives may have to come with a 
subvention to make sure that it is affordable for 
people. It’s not just the new build, it is also the 
retrofit and there’s significant cost there. We’ve 
purposely developed new homes this year to EPC 
rating A which is the best SAP rating. Usually, we 
would get a very high B, and the increase to EPC 
rating A has a cost of nearly £10,000 pounds per 
unit. Now for us, we were going to have to do that 
in a few years. So we are being proactive, but for 
builders, that is a significant additional expense.

Clodagh: Mark, from the construction 
point of view, if you’re already facing 
significant costs, this is something that 
we are all heading towards. In theory, 

everybody wants to move in this direction, but 
who’s going to pay for it?

Mark: Absolutely, to be clear, 
construction is fully behind improving 
all matters green. We’re about eight 
years behind GB and our regulations 

absolutely need to be uplifted. The two factors 
that will make it work, or not work, are the timing 
and the subvention, as Anita says. So there needs 
to be funding behind this to make it affordable 
and viable, but the timing’s important as well. 
We need to give notice to the markets in terms 
of materials, manufacturing and implementation 
on-site. Planning permissions, which have already 
been granted, some of these changes would 
require wider cavities in walls. It could change the 
footprint of a building on the site. It may change 
the number of units in an entire site. So, do we 
really want to go into tailspins with planning as 

Fuel poverty is a massive issue 
for our sector, so we construct 
properties as airtight and 
as warm as possible, using a 
fabric first approach.
Anita Conway
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well? I think we need to be very clear that there’s 
a line in the sand beyond which we need to go 
forward, but we need to be very clear that that 
needs to be supported by the government. We’re 
very keen to see that, the retrofit is another 
aspect of this. New builds are the way to improve 
building regulations because you design it from 
the start and it’s very much easier and much more 
cost-effective. Retrofit is a very costly exercise, but 
there’s a great opportunity in it for reduction of 
carbon and a great opportunity for improving the 
labour market opportunities. We can offer great 
employment skills because it’s a very niche area 
of construction, but again, that takes timing and 
planning and government support.

Construction is doing what it can in terms of 
sustainable materials, alternative fuels for all 
the heavy plants. However, the diggers you see 
on-site, the government is removing the tax 
benefit of red diesel in March. That’s going to 
be a huge cost to the industry as it is. There’s no 
great range of alternative fuels available at the 
moment, but we’re working hard with various 
institutes to try and find alternative fuels for 

that. We’re working on all fronts, but it has to be 
mandated to make it happen, it has to be done in 
a timely fashion and with support.

Purchasing a property: 
Investment vs costs

Clodagh: Richard, in terms of how this 
ties in with what you were previously 
saying about how households are 
going to be facing a cost of living 

crunch. In theory, everybody does want to be 
moving towards more sustainable methods of 
living and improving their homes. But do you 
think it will be a case of it will only be the people 
who can afford to do so? So many people in 
Northern Ireland are still on oil because they have 
to be, some can’t afford to get a gas boiler.

Richard: Yes, absolutely. I suppose 
even if you take the private rented 
markets as well, where are the 
incentives for a landlord to change 

their sort of inefficient oil-fired central heating and 
the carbon that comes out from that? That’s not 
an issue for them, that’s an issue for their tenants.

So, how are you going to transition out of oil 
fired central heating, even to move to gas, 
which is still a carbon fuel. You can still move to 
hydrogen, you could go down that route, but 
that’s going to be a very expensive business to do 
in that. And is the government going to have the 
money to fund that? If the government is going 
to fund that, that’s money which could be spent 
elsewhere. Even though we’ve seen Rishi Sunak 
flood public expenditure throughout the UK and 
Northern Ireland, he’s not going to be able to do 
that forever and we’re facing higher taxation and 
higher costs and even dare I say it, the Brexit word 
as well.

One of the things from Brexit we hear about is the 
best of both worlds. But from a consumer point 
of view, we’re going to see the cost of consumer 

New builds are the way to 
improve building regulations 
because you design it from 
the start and it’s very much 
easier and much more cost-
effective. Retrofit is a very 
costly exercise, but there’s a 
great opportunity in it for 
reduction of carbon and for 
improving the labour market 
opportunities. 
Mark Spence
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goods from the additional bureaucracy, red 
tape and difficulties. The protocol hasn’t been 
implemented in full yet, and when it does, it’s 
going to be an additional cost. So that’s on top 
of all these extra costs that we have in terms of 
getting to net carbon zero. And of course, the 
consumer price inflation that we’re already seeing. 
We’re going to a higher cost world and that is 
going to be quite painful. 

Clodagh: And that’s not what anybody 
wants to hear.  Jordan I’m keen to get 
your thoughts on this too. Is this about 
how we should be framing things 

rather than seeing these as costs? Should we be 
thinking this is an investment and this will mean 
savings in the long term? It just might not be the 
case that everybody can afford to think of savings 
in the long term if it’s a bigger upfront cost.

Jordan: Yeah, it’s absolutely both. 
We’re all aware of the benefits of 
upgrading our home heating and 
moving to these green initiatives, 

notably the impact it will have on savings for the 
household through lower energy costs. We’re 
starting to see green mortgages coming with 
cashback offers from lenders to encourage and 
incentivise homeowners.

From the developer’s perspective, the regulations 
aren’t there yet, and it looks like they’ll certainly be 
a couple of years away, if not considerably longer. 
But do developers have to wait for the regulation 
to change for them to do it? It’s kind of a push vs. 
pull question here and we already seeing some 
developers who are progressive and forward-
thinking. They’re installing the solar panels, the 
electric charging ports, the battery packs for 
houses. You don’t have to wait for regulation to 
do that. We can start the green journey earlier, 
but the costs cannot be overlooked. For example, 
heat pumps are expensive to install, some in 
the region of over £10,000 pounds. For all the 
private rented properties, PropertyPal advertised 

throughout 2021, just under 50% of them 
were below EPC level C. There’s a huge stock of 
properties out there which need this retrofit as 
well. It’s a difficult balance to get the costs right 
versus the trade-off in terms of the benefit. 

Ultimately it comes down to cost and there 
needs to be a more mature discussion on this, 
rather than the ambitious view that it’s good in 
the long run. We’re talking six, seven thousand 
pounds or so to improve typical homes. The only 
solution is for the government to step in with 
what I think is desperately required, particularly 
in the Northern Ireland market, with a home 
building/green transition fund. In the England 
market, developers can borrow considerable 
sums of money at ultra-low levels of interest 
to fund these bigger projects. Not to mention 
the wider infrastructure requirements that the 
local housing developments require. Northern 

Ireland is characterised with lots of small builders, 
building in the scale of 5 to 15 units a year. They 
don’t have big cash flow or reserves and so access 
to finance is a challenge for them. We need to 
move the dialogue of the conversation to try 
and understand how we can actually make this 
happen, rather than the little niceties and the 
sound bites of, you know, it will save you a few 
hundred pounds a year on your electricity bill. It’s 
a lot bigger than that, and it is a barrier.

We’re starting to see green 
mortgages coming with 
cashback offers from lenders 
to encourage and incentivise 
homeowners.
Jordan Buchanan
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Richard: I think one of the issues 
is that different home buyers will 
have different attitudes and different 
incentives. If you’re a first-time buyer, 

you’re going to be thinking you’re maybe only going 
to stay in that home for three to five years. So, the 
payback that you are going to get for investing 
won’t be there. It only kind of works for people who 
are in their forever home, or they’re going to think 
this is our house that they’re going to be in for 20, 
25 years. So, even for homebuyers, unless you can 
get that payback over that long term and you’re in 
that house for that period of time, you’re not really 
incentivised to spend a lot of money on it.

First time buyer fears: Is now 
the right time for a first time 
buyer to enter the market

Clodagh: Well just to pick up on that, 
if we reflect on the ongoing price 
volatility, strong demand, the issues in 
the construction market, there have 

been several questions with people asking “Is 
now the right time for a first-time buyer to enter 
the market?” I would be keen to hear any of your 
guys’ advice at the minute. Are you saying if you 
don’t need to move right now, you might be better 
waiting and seeing if things stabilise, or could 
things be potentially worse in 2022?  

Jordan: It depends on what your 
motivation for buying a house is. Can 
you afford it? Is it the house you’re 
wanting to live in for a long period? 

Is it a house you’re planning on living in for two 
or three years? Is it a house you’re buying as an 
investment opportunity? 

There’s no right answer of when you should buy a 
house. Right now, the market in Northern Ireland 
is seeing prices growing at strong rates. But, and 
even as Richard mentioned earlier, the Northern 
Ireland market is the second most affordable 
market across all the UK, despite the appreciation 

we’ve seen. So, there’s still lots of value in the local 
market to be had.

If you’re thinking about buying a house, you need 
to weigh up what your personal circumstances, 
you need to take independent financial advice and 
consider it very carefully. Are you buying a house 
or buying a home? Because if it’s somewhere 
you’re planning to live for a long period of time, 
there may be the short-term concern that we 
might see falling house prices. But, even the 
mortgage lenders, they’re starting to extend their 
mortgage product offerings with some offering 10 
years fixed rates or longer. There was even one 
that came out last week in the UK offering a 40-
year fixed mortgage rate. 

At the minute, the difficulty in the Northern 
Ireland market is the lack of available properties. 
You don’t want to rush that decision. If you have 
the comfort to wait, there may be more properties 
that will come into the market next year. Speak 
to a financial advisor, or a mortgage broker and 
they’ll cost it out and plan for your circumstances.  

Clodagh: Any final thoughts from 
the rest of you in terms of you know, 
do you think now is the right time to 
enter the market? 

Mark: There might be some 
improvements in the longer term. 
There are some structural constraints 
on the market at the moment, which 

include the councils not having completed the local 
development plans to free up zoning for housing. 
We need the Department for Infrastructure 
to seriously implement reform of planning in 
Northern Ireland because it’s inefficient. We need 
continued investment in Northern Ireland Water. 
The lack of local water infrastructure is seriously 
constraining private housing, it’s constraining 
social housing, it’s actually constraining all 
development and the Executive needs to get to 
grips with the funding for that specific stream. I’m 
optimistic that if those challenges can be at least 
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partially dealt with, we can actually create capacity 
for the demand to be delivered. The construction 
industry is there to deliver that. We’re very keen to 
do that, but there are those constraints. 

Richard: I think one of the most 
positive things about buying a house 
at the minute has been what has 
happened to mortgage rates. They 

have gone up in recent months, but that’s from 
record lows and they’re still much lower than what 
we’ve seen over the last number of years. I think it 
also depends on what type of house you’re going 
after. If I look back to last year and what people 
may have been advising people to do, which was 
to sit and wait because house prices could fall, and 
you’ll get a better deal.

People who followed that advice were shocked to 
discover that particularly in the detached property 
market, we were having this influx of interest 
from Great Britain, London, and the South East 
and prices are now significantly higher. So, if we’re 
looking forward to next year, that could still be a 
factor in particular areas and the hotspots where 
that is not going to change. If you’re buying new, 
it’s not necessarily going to get any better or any 

cheaper. If you need that house or property, that’s 
something to consider.

Anita: Probably a lot of people have 
the extra income. They’ve been able to 
save, and this is a good time to use it. 
If you’re in the private rental sector, 
rent is increasing. I think there is still 

that mentality in Northern Ireland that you’re 
paying money for nothing, and you want to get into 
private ownership. It will depend on what people 
want, but I think it comes down to availability of 
stock and prices. A lot of properties are going for 
well over the initial asking price. I think the bit of 
advice I would give is don’t get caught up in the 
bidding process. Know what you can afford, know 
your budget and stick to it. There’ll be something 
else that will come along.

Clodagh: Thank you all so much for 
joining me. Unfortunately, this is all 
we have time for, but a huge thank 
you to Jordan, Anita, Richard and 

Mark. Thank you all for taking the time to watch 
and you can keep up to date with all the latest 
housing market trends and some quite funny 
jokes on the social media accounts of PropertyPal. 

I think one of the most positive 
things about buying a house at 
the minute has been what has 
happened to mortgages rates. 
They have gone up in recent 
months, but that’s from record 
lows and they’re still much 
lower than what we’ve seen 
over the last number of years.
Richard Ramsey
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PropertyPal would like to thank the panel 
guests for their contribution and the general 

public that put forward their questions.

PropertyPal.com is the leading local property portal, 

listing homes from property professionals across 

Northern Ireland and Ireland. PropertyPal has the 
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