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After living in Petach Tikva for 35 years, my wife and I just moved to Kfar Saba (a 12-minute car drive further north). The interesting part of this sentence is not the towns or the distance between them but rather that we have been living in the same city for three and a half decades. Seemingly, that would be unusual for a "wandering Jew". But it isn't in Israel -- which is the subject of this column.


When one compares Israel and the U.S. on the subject of housing, a number of striking differences are immediately apparent. I'll mostly focus on the Israeli scene -- you can fill in the American side. 


For starters, Israelis don't rent, they buy. The percentage of families (not students or other young adults etc) who rent is extremely low by international standards. Part of the reason for that is the lack of long-term rental in Israel. Housing rental contracts tend to be annual events, for the main reason that almost all renters are private homeowners who happen to have inherited a second apartment or invested in a few homes, looking for a quick killing. Virtually no builders plan and construct apartment buildings for rental purposes with long-term leases.


Another reason for the urge to buy a home is that Israelis are extremely "social-minded", i.e. they have a network of close friends within walking distance (and others within easy driving), and are loathe to leave that social complex even for better housing elsewhere. Add to that the quite complicated and burdensome bureaucratic process of selling and buying a home -- not to mention ancillary costs of lawyer and real estate agent fees, municipal  and central taxes (God forbid the local government voted for expansion of your building rights -- that will cost you a pretty shekel when you sell, even if you have no intention of using those rights!).


And then there's an interesting consideration that combines "social" and "economic" factors: parents. There are very few young couples in Israel who can afford decent housing (a compact, two-bedroom apartment; we're not talking Beverly Hills mansion here!) because the housing prices are exorbitantly high from the monthly wage standpoint. Israelis pay on average 7.7 years of salary to purchase a home, as opposed to 2.9 years in the United States! Looked at another way, average housing prices in Israel are higher than prices in 174 out of the 175 largest cities in America (only New York City beats Jerusalem and Tel Aviv etc)!! The inevitable result: most Israeli parents contribute mightily to their recently married children's first apartment purchase. So if Mom and Dad helped you so much in getting your family established -- are you going to have the nerve to move away from them? (Not to mention the built-in grandparent babysitter syndrome.)


In Israel, all this is not merely a secondary issue -- other than the peace process there is nothing more politically incendiary than the cost of housing. Indeed, the 2011 tent protests may have been called the "Cottage Cheese Revolt" (that's fodder for a different column) but it was impossibly expensive housing that brought out the masses. And the government responded with more reforms here than in any other socio-economic area: taxing second house investment to free them up for one-home families; putting a huge amount of government land on the market for contractors, and having the latter bid the lowest price to pay the government for such land with the promise to consequently charge the apartment buyers far less than normal.


Finally, if you haven't been to Israel in several years you will be astonished by what has happened since your last visit. With land at a premium in such a small country, and with a palpable need to retain some modicum of "green belts" around the cities, the only viable form of building is straight up. One could call this "Towers of Babel in the Holy Land". 30-story apartment buildings -- ten to thirty of them on huge integrated plots -- have begun dotting the Israeli municipal skyline. These aren't "projects" (as in slums); each building has a fitness room on the ground floor, marble lobbies, and registered parking for each household.


And that's not all -- but I have run out of space here (just like Israel...). In my next column I'll report on an even more amazing new development (pun intended).
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