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Introduction 
Everyone needs a place to call home to instil security, safety and familiarity in their lives. The absence of this  
affects a child profoundly, leading to feelings of uncertainty, fear, helplessness and anxiety as they see their 
parent(s) under huge strain. It has an impact on their educational, social and emotional development. The 
housing crisis came to ahead in 2014 due to a severe deficit of affordable appropriate housing both in the 
private rented sector and social housing. It led to large numbers of low income families being at risk of or 
experiencing homelessness. Has anything improved? 
 
Government response 
Since May 2014, the Government has announced a number of strategies such as the Action Plan to Address 
Homelessness, Social Housing Strategy and Construction 2020. These contain a list of actions to be 
undertaken to tackle the housing crisis. Some of the key commitments include: 

 Provision of 271 extra emergency accommodation for adults. 

 €3.8bn allocated to provide 35,000 new social housing units by 2020. In 2015, 7,400 new social 
housing units will be provided and 8,400 households will be assisted through the housing assistance 
payment. 

 Since June 2014, a new tenancy protection service operated by Threshold, achieved rent supplement 
increases for 277 families. 

 The four Dublin housing authorities to allocate 50% of all housing allocations to homeless 
households and other vulnerable groups for the next 6 months having regard to the time spent by 
these households on the homeless and other housing lists as at 1 December 2014.   

 
While the Government is acting to address some of the issues, the risk of homelessness is constant for many 
families and a reality for others. The latest figures from the Department of Environment show 2,980 
homeless adults across the country were housed in emergency accommodation in January — up 260 in the 
space of two months. In addition, 865 children were also registered as staying in hostels, B&Bs and hotels.  
The latest figures show there has been a 15% rise in the number of homeless people recorded in Dublin 
since November — up 251 to 1,960. 
 
Experience of families working with Barnardos  
Unfortunately for many low income families with whom Barnardos works, the situation remains unchanged 
or has worsened since last year. There remains a real housing shortage in many areas and is particularly 
acute in Dublin and Limerick. Families continue to live with insecure tenancies and often in overcrowded and 
/ or substandard accommodation.  
 
In the private rented sector, families are at risk of homelessness because some landlords are selling their 
properties, while others are refusing to accept rent supplement clients. Rent supplement caps are too low 
and tenants are not able to afford the rents being charged. Rising rent levels have continued (but are 
abating) and tenants are fearful of challenging another rent increase for fear of eviction. While others are 
afraid to seek assistance from the Community Welfare Officer or the Threshold services to get a raise in their 
rent supplement levels for fear of being evicted. 
 

“One family living in private rental accommodation has to top up by €450 every month. This is being 
found from child benefit and other social welfare payments and means that other essential living 
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costs simply cannot be met and other debts continue to mount up. Other families are having to look 
to Wicklow and Wexford for affordable housing which means huge upheaval for the children as they 
move away from their friends, community and school.”   Barnardos Project Worker 

 
The absence of affordable private rented accommodation means families returning to or remaining with 
their own parents for longer periods, resulting in severe overcrowding as multiple generations are living 
together. This is putting huge stress on families, in some cases leading to emotional abuse. Even when 
parents manage to save a deposit to get out of their situation there is no affordable accommodation 
available within their budget. For the child, there is no personal space with many sleeping on couches or 
sharing rooms with parents and siblings. While parents try to shield their distress and panic over securing 
future accommodation from their children, children are very perception and are sensing this desperation 
which adds to their own anxiety.  

“A parent with three children has to move house because the landlord is selling. Mum is so desperate 
to get alternative accommodation she accepted a two bed flat in a complex where rising damp and 
sewage issues are common. She is entitled to a three bed due to her family size but nothing was 
available and she did not want to end up in emergency accommodation”. Barnardos Project Worker 

The current stock of emergency accommodation remains totally unsuitable for families. The new beds are 
essentially dormitory accommodation in overcrowded hostels. Families housed in B&Bs often have to leave 
the premises during the day and wander. Parents have to travel further to bring children to school which has 
cost implications and subsequently it does affect their attendance and participation.  Families are living in 
rooms with no space to cook, do laundry, play or do homework and are surrounded by strangers.  

Barnardos has worked with parents who have been unable to secure access visits with their children because 
the parent was in emergency accommodation. Another case saw children kept in care longer than required 
as their parent was unable to secure appropriate accommodation. Another child was denied having their 
name on a waiting list for an operation because he was living in emergency accommodation and therefore 
technically of no fixed abode.  

“A family was forced into emergency accommodation in north inner city because the landlord 
increased the rent and they couldn’t afford it. They couldn’t afford any other properties locally plus a 
deposit. They tried to drive their children to school every day in Ballyfermot but it put a huge strain 
on the family. The parents were so stressed about their situation that they were unable to meet the 
needs of their children fully.”       Barnardos Project Worker 

In Barnardos’ experience, the overriding panic over insecure accommodation is constantly eroding a family’s 
capacity to cope which puts further pressure on their parenting capacity. The level of desperation is so acute 
that in some cases parents are considering becoming homeless voluntarily in the hope that six months in 
emergency accommodation will secure them more stable homes as promised by Minister for Environment. 
This would raise child protection concerns.  

Conclusions 
While the Government is committed to tackling the dearth of social housing, their response to the private 
rented sector issues is insufficient. The rent supplement levels are too low, the Housing Assistance Payments 
rent limits are also too low and there is continued reduction in the availability of the Rental Accommodation 
Scheme. Barnardos believes rent controls must be introduced to stem the level of rent rises.  Improvements 
in emergency accommodation for families are still outstanding. These families are very vulnerable yet the 
present services are totally inappropriate for family life. A wrap around service involving a number of 
support services has been mooted but hasn’t materialised. Each day in emergency accommodation is a day 
too long as childhoods are being adversely affected, the impact which can last long into their future.  


