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Introduction 

Children need a safe, warm and secure place to call home. Inadequate, unsafe or 

insecure housing has serious repercussions; affecting a child’s mental and physical 

health, social and emotional development, education and their key relationships. The 

current housing crisis in Ireland has been more than a decade in the making but 

sharply worsened in 2014. Below, Barnardos outlines housing policy changes in 2015 

and provides an analysis of the effect it has had on children. 

The hidden housing crisis 

While there has been much coverage of homelessness, and rightly so, there is a 

hidden housing crisis; namely thousands of families in Ireland living in substandard, 

overcrowded or unsafe accommodation, unable to move or demand better because 

they have no other options. Parents forced to cram in with extended family is a very 

common issue, with the strain of limited personal space eroding key support 

relationships and frequently causing mental health issues both for parents and children. 

Domestic violence and family breakdown are increasingly caused by poor housing 

conditions and in turn adding to the homeless crisis as home life becomes untenable.  

Families are stuck in this unsuitable accommodation because there are no available 

alternatives open to them and because they are not homeless they are effectively 

ignored by authorities who are trying to tackle the escalating numbers presenting as 

homeless. A not uncommon example from a Barnardos’ Project is a family of five 

adults, two teenagers and four small children living in a two bedroomed house.    

“We have lots of children living in appalling conditions. We have a number of families 

that are in really poor private rented housing and they are scared to do anything about 

it in case they are asked to leave. We also have families living with extended family in 

really overcrowded conditions and this is affecting the children very badly. Whatever 

the parents are feeling the kids feel it too. The stress families are under is just 

untenable.”      Barnardos Project Worker 
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Another widespread problem is families afraid to complain to their landlord when their 

homes need repair or general maintenance. Broken windows, doors and locks, damp 

and mould, faulty heating and vermin infestations are common issues faced by tenants. 

There have been no policy changes to address these issues, meaning children and 

families continue to silently shoulder the hidden burden of the housing crisis. 

“I was visiting a family when I noticed a rat on crawling on the kitchen counter. The 

family had nowhere else to go and were too scared of a rent increase or eviction to 

complain to their landlord.”     Barnardos Project Worker 

Emergency accommodation 

Policy Changes:  

• 50% of social housing is allocated to people experiencing homelessness in 

Dublin and 30% in Cork, Limerick, Galway and Waterford. 

• 500 modular homes promised for Dublin in 2015. Construction has begun on 

22; however plans for a further 131 to be delivered by June 2016 are in doubt 

due to recent delays in the tendering process. 

• Additional funding allocated to Children and Families Homeless Action Team. 

Reality for families: In January 2015 there were 865 children nationwide living in 

emergency accommodation, by January 2016 this figure had almost doubled to 1,638. 

The problem is particularly severe in Dublin, where additional resources such as 

modular housing and funding for homeless supports have yet to stem the tide of 

families becoming homeless.  

In December 2014 a Ministerial Direction was issued by the Department of 

Environment, Community and Local Government to the four Dublin housing authorities 

to allocate 50% of social housing stock to people experiencing homelessness.  This 

policy has had the unintended consequence of encouraging families who are struggling 

to afford their rent or living in sub-standard private accommodation to become 

homeless as a means of securing social housing supports. 

Many families are living up to a year in hotels, B&Bs or other emergency 

accommodation. Often they are being moved between locations. Living in one room 

sharing beds with siblings and parents, with no space to do homework, cook food, 

store belongings and strict curfews all has a profound negative impact on a child’s 

development. It exacerbates the stress on parents and affects their child’s ability to 

remain in school and stay connected with their support networks.  
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“Families are led to believe if they become homeless they’ll be given emergency 

accommodation right away but this isn’t the case. One family in Cork were three weeks 

waiting to be put into a hotel. The family, consisting of two parents, a terminally ill child 

and two other children, had to sleep in their car until they were placed in a hotel.” 

  

Barnardos Project Worker 

Social housing supports 

Policy changes: 1 

• Under the Social Housing Strategy 5,386 new social houses across the country 

were planned in 2015. Approximately, 4,300 were completed with planning 

regulations and processes blamed for delays in construction. 

• 10,400 tenants were to be offered support under the Housing Assistance 

Payment and the Rental Accommodation Scheme; however the actual figure for 

2015 was well below this at 7,503. 

Reality for families: The shortage of social housing stock is the primary reason for the 

current housing crisis. The effects of the chronic underinvestment in capital building 

projects are becoming very evident. The most recent data on the social housing waiting 

list indicates that 90,000 households were awaiting allocation in 2013; this figure is 

likely to be much higher now.2 Building new social housing continues to be extremely 

slow. In 2015, the new stock was made up of acquisitions, conversion of existing social 

houses and a small proportion from the National Asset Management Agency (NAMA). 

The plans for NAMA to build 20,000 houses before 2020 but allocate just 10% for 

social housing have been heavily criticised.   

Poor accommodation is not limited to the private housing sector; social housing tenants 

are subject to many of the same issues of overcrowding and substandard living 

conditions. Lack of regular inspections and maintenance (boilers not serviced, windows 

not fixed, damp etc.) mean families’ health are suffering and social housing stock is 

deteriorating rapidly. 

Many families seeking social housing find the schemes are overly rigid. If a tenant 

refuses a property for any reason they are put to the back of the waiting list. For 

example, one Barnardos Project is advocating with a local council on behalf of a 

                                                
1 Department of Environment, Community and Local Government, (2015) Social Housing 
Output 2015 
2 Housing Agency, (2013) Summary of Social Housing Assessments 2013 
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mother who is recovering from addiction and declined a housing allocation as it was in 

an area known for high rates of drug use. Also if a family is deemed to be in any way 

less than the ideal tenant they may be refused social housing allocation. 

“A lone parent we work with has two children; one aged 13 and another who is 20 and 

has a severe intellectual disability. The parent has been offered social housing 

accommodation for her and the younger child but as the elder child is deemed an adult 

they won’t house him, despite his being completely dependent on his mother’s care. 

We are negotiating with the council on their behalf as it is unacceptable to split up the 

family.”  Barnardos Project Worker 

Private Rented 

Policy Changes:  

• The 2015 amendment to the Residential Tenancies Act includes an extension 

of the rent review period from one to two years and a longer notice period for 

rent rises and tenancy terminations amongst other measures. 

• The Tenancy Protection Service operated by Threshold was expanded to 

include Cork as well as Dublin. In 2015 the scheme protected 3,968 children 

from homelessness. 

Reality for families: Private rented sector tenants are absorbing the pressure created 

by lack of social housing and a stalled housing market. Demand for rental properties far 

outstripping supply has led to a landlord’s market in which astronomical rents, poor 

quality accommodation and discrimination are common place.3 

To improve rent certainty for tenants, longer rent review and notice periods were 

introduced in 2015. Whilst welcome, it remains to be seen what kind of impact they will 

have. However already Barnardos projects are reporting landlords increasingly not 

renewing contracts in favour of new, higher paying tenants or else not issuing contracts 

at all knowing tenants are too afraid of homelessness to argue. 

The overwhelming consensus from families Barnardos works with is that rising rents 

have made things worse in the past year. Fuel and food poverty are the consequences 

of families paying too high a proportion of their income on rent. The gap between Rent 

Supplement rates and market rents is another rampant problem, with landlords often 

discriminating against tenants in receipt of rent supplement. The Irish Human Rights 

and Equality Commission’s recent warning to landlords about illegal discrimination is 

                                                
3 Threshold, (2016) Annual Report (unpublished) 
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welcome but without an increase in the Rent Supplement rate it’s unlikely to have 

significant effect.  

With more than 30,000 ‘Buy to Let’ mortgages in arrears there is the likelihood things 

could get much worse. It is prohibited to sell a property with sitting tenants once a court 

injunction is in place, meaning thousands of families may not be aware just how 

precarious their situation is. An obvious policy response would be to remove the 

prohibition and allow tenants to remain in their home if the property is repossessed. 

“The biggest problem is lack of affordable accommodation- never mind the added 

disadvantage of being on Rent Supplement. You need a month’s rent and a month’s 

deposit to secure an apartment but even with a quick turnaround Rent Supplement 

approval takes around 10 days and often wouldn’t include the deposit aswell.”  

Barnardos Project Worker 

Conclusion 

Not enough was done in 2015 to reduce the burden of the housing crisis on families. 

The measures put in place, while some of them undoubtedly positive, are simply 

insufficient to stem the flow of children into homelessness. A key failing of the Social 

Housing Strategy is its reliance on the private rented sector to provide accommodation. 

Virtually nothing has been done to help families in overcrowding and inappropriate 

accommodation with the problem being largely ignored. Once a child has a roof over its 

head the State seems uninterested in the quality and safety of their home. 

Understandably construction is moving slowly; however in light of this, stronger action 

is needed in the immediate term to relieve the pressure on families. 

Recommendations: 
• Link rents to the Consumer Price Index to ensure greater security for tenants. 

• Raise Rent Supplement rates to realistic levels so that recipients are able to 

compete for housing. 

• Provide modular housing immediately and avoid placements in hotels and 

B&Bs. 

• Make it mandatory for tenants to be given the option to stay in their rented 

accommodation if repossessed by a creditor. 

• Expedite construction of social housing units across the country.  
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Donna’s Story 

Donna became homeless in February 2015 and moved into emergency 

accommodation with her eleven year old son. They had been renting privately but 

Donna experienced depression which led to falling behind on their rent and was 

subsequently evicted. They lived in a small town where there was no other affordable 

accommodation available.  

She said, “We moved into a women’s hostel in Mullingar. It was scary for both of us 

and my son found it very difficult as there was only one other boy who wasn’t the same 

age. Living in one room with a curfew, a set bed time and little independence strips you 

back. My son had to be with me constantly. He hated not having any space but couldn’t 

express himself so he’d get really angry. We had a strong relationship but it started to 

suffer under the strain. He struggled at home and in school. I got support from the staff 

in the hostel and with their help I learned how to budget and save some money. They 

also suggested my son link in with Barnardos and this really helped him cope with the 

situation; but it was still a struggle. I spent my time applying for jobs and constantly 

trying to find somewhere else to live; but rents were always too high and in any case 

landlords didn’t want to know once I mentioned Rent Supplement.” 

Through hard work and support from the services she accessed Donna managed to 

turn things around.  After nine months in the hostel they now live in a two-bed 

apartment under the Rental Accommodation Scheme.  

“My son is delighted to have his own space. He didn’t leave his new room for a full day 

when we first moved in and he’s getting on well in school. Without support from 

Barnardos and the hostel staff it could have been a different story for us - I saw in the 

hostel not everyone comes out the other side. I wish I had known about the services 

available before becoming homeless.” 

 

 


