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CASH-strapped social welfare tenants are being charged up to €100 by letting agencies to negotiate a reduction in their rents with landlords, it was claimed last night.

Over 90,000 tenants are receiving social assistance because they cannot afford to pay their rent -- an increase of 51pc since the start of 2008.

Following the emergency Budget which saw rent supplement payments reduced by 8pc, tenants have been told by the Department of Social and Family Affairs to negotiate with their landlord on rent rates.

However, according to the Threshold housing group and Sinn Fein, tenants are finding it difficult to negotiate and are having to dip into their social welfare payments in order to keep a roof over their heads.

Sinn Fein's Caoimhghin O'Caolain said he had met tenants who are being charged between €80 and €100 by some letting agencies to go and bargain with landlords. Despite interest rates falling, many landlords are not responding with reduced rent rates.

"Many of these landlords are continuing to exact exorbitant rents on people who are on social welfare and State supports," Mr O'Caolain said.

"These letting agencies are actually charging -- in cases highlighted to me -- people to go and act as advocates and represent them and negotiate with the landlord to seek agreement on a reduction in the rent," he said.

With the €21bn social welfare budget set for major cutbacks in December, social welfare recipients are bracing for reductions in their payments.

"People are already almost in a panicked mode as to what the future holds for them -- will they be able to retain their homes?" Mr O'Caolain said.

According to Threshold, many social welfare tenants have signed leases stipulating that they will pay a fixed rate for an agreed period of time.

Those tenants are now legally obliged to pay this rate even though their social welfare payments do not match the rent, a spokesman for Threshold said. "It's a precarious position. If they break a lease, they lose their deposit and could be held liable for rent over the remaining period," he said.

Last night, Irish Property Owners' Association chairman Stephen Faughnan said he had not heard of letting agencies charging fees but would not welcome such a development.

Since June 1, when a reduction in the maximum level of rent supplement came into effect, tenants have been told to approach their landlords and have their rents reduced.

"It's not easy for landlords to acknowledge that because of the extra pressures on them.

"Our advice to landlords is to be as helpful as possible because if you have a good tenant, you hold the tenant," he said.

Social and Family Affairs Minister Mary Hanafin said that while tenants are contractually obliged to pay the rent agreed to in their lease, she expected landlords to decrease the rent "in recognition of the fact that rents have fallen generally and there are now a large number of vacant rental properties nationally". 
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