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1 INTRODUCTION

This book contains four papers given at the conference Housing:
moving into crisis? held on December 9th, 1988 in Kinlay House,
Dublin. The conference was jointly organised by the National Cam­
paign for the Homeless and the CombatPoverty Agency in response to
the continuing problem of homelessness and the·cutbacks in public
housing expenditure. Over 90 people attended the seminar - represen­
tatives from health boards, local housing authorities, government
departments, people engaged in research, members of voluntary
organizations. The aim was to consider the major issues regarding
housing policy and to review State policy towards homelessness. The
conference took place at a timely moment - with the enactment of the
Housing Bill and the completion ofa number ofmajorresearch studies
into homelessness.

The National Campaign for theHomelessdecided to publish the papers
given the attention and interest aroused by the conference and the
CombatPoverty Agency provided the financial support. An overview
of the situation of the homeless today and the implementation of the
1988 Housing Act is also included in this report by the editors. The
papers are written by weli known researchers and activists in the area
of poverty, homelessness and housing policy.

Note: an additional paper was presented at the conference "Implementing the
Housing Act: the view from the local authoriti,'by TonyWalsh ofKilkenny County
Council. This has already been published in John Blackwell (Bd), 1989.
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2 OVERVIEW
John Blackwell, Brian Harvey
Mary Higgins &Jim Walsh

The 1960s saw the "discovery" of the phenomenon ofhomelessness in
the larger towns ofIreland, and the first stirrings ofinterest in what was
seen as an avoidable problem during a time of greater affluence and
prosperiiy. In the 1970s we came to appreciate the extentofhomeless­
ness among young people, and we learned how, despite a strong
commitment to pl\blic housing, many homeless peopleremained by the
wayside. The 1980s saw the beginnings ofa governmental response to
homelessness: an interdepartmental committee in 1983, the first Hous­
ing Bill for homeless people in 1985, and eventually the Housing Act
in 1988. Even the most offensive section of the vagrancy laws was
repealed.

Yet so much more remains to be done. As the first, limited governmen­
tal attempts to come to terms with homelessness were initiated, so did
the economic·crisis facing Ireland worsen. Unemployment rose from
60,000 in 1973 ·to 250,000 fifteen years later, bril1ging poverty,
destitution and homelessness in its wlike. Government spending was
sharply cut from 1987 onwards, and the government housing budget
was severely affl<cted. ..

Homelessness does not exist in isolati~n. It is partofarapidly evolving
economy, society and administrative:system. In analyzing homeless­
ness in Ireland today, there are seven cruciill matters which we must
consider. i '

1.The deepening nature of poverty in Ireland. The Combat Poverty
Agency has noted that poverty affects one[third of its population, an
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increase of 4% on the 1980 figure (Combat Poverty Agency, 1988).

2 The link between unemployment and homelessness: a major 1987
study found that redundancy and long periods of joblessness were
major preciptating factors in causing homelessness (McCarthy, 1988).
It is therefore vital that measures to reduce and alleviate homelessness
be partofan economic strategy that provides work for homeless people
as part of an overall plan for full employment.

3 The growing threat of homelessness to women and children. The
public association of "the homeless" with alcoholic, elderly males
conceals the reality that homelessness equally affects women and
children. It is questionable whether the services of both voluntary and
statutory organizations have responded adequately to this new infor­
mation on the groups affected by homelessness. The Focus Point
report, A part in Dublin (Focus Point,1988), revealed the paradox of
services for elderly homeless men being underutilized while women
and children could not frod a place for the night.

4 The need for law reform, and the very real way in which the poor are
ill-protected by our legal system. This country lacks a series. of
protections - and legal services with them- that actually promote the
rights ofpoorpeople. Oneofthe greatironiesofour timeis the assertion
ofrights for property developers to compensation for building nothing,
while those in need have no right to housing. The National Campaign's
report, Women and Children First (Bell, 1989), about homeless
women and their children, starkly portrays how women abused by
violentpartners either didnotknow aboutorcould notget legal services
to protect themselves.

5 The reorganization of community mental health services, as the
government report Planning for the Future (Department of Health,
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1985) continues to be put into effect. The numbers of patients in our
psychiatric units fell from 26,000 in the early 1960s to 13,000 in the
mid-1980s to about 8,000 in 1989. These are considerable reductions
- and for the right reasons. Nevertheless there have been worrying
reports ofex-psychiatric patients beingpickedup by voluntary services
after desinstitutionalization (Dublin Simon Community, 1987). Only
one study known to us, carried out by University College Galway in
1987, seriously asked the right question: ifpeople are discharged, have
they a home to go to? Its findings were alarming: only 8% of long-stay
patients in the psychiatric unit under study had an adequate home
environment available to them (Crehan, Laver, and Lyons, 1987).
There is little evidence that deinstitutionalization, where proceeded
with elsewhere, has been accompanied with the kind of attention to
detail necessary to avoid homelessness.

6 Thecutbacks in government services. Whilevoluntary organizations
have a positive role to play in the social services, they are not a
substitute for a declining governmental commitment to meet basic
needs, like housing. ANational Council for the Aged repon refers to
the manner in which voluntary organizations have had to provide basic
housing for the elderly, because of the collapse of the public housing
programme (National Council for the Aged, 1989): Over ninety
percent of shelter beds in this country are provided by religious,
voluntary and charitable organizations - and very few of them receive
anything more toan a token contributiontowards their running costs
from statutory sources. Housing cutbacks~llmean that they may face
an even heavier burden. . ..:

J

7 The new roles for state services as defined under the Housing Act,
1988. The Act marked a number of key steps~ First, it included a new
listing of priority needs, taking in the range of groups and individuals
to whom inadequate attention had been gi~en by the Housing Act,

o . 'I "., .
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1966. These were: the homeless; travellers; young people leaving
institutional care without family accommodation; the elderly; the
disabled or handicapped.

Local authorities are now obliged to assess the housing needs of these
groups and individuals, and draw up schemes of letting priorities to
match these needs, with the rider that no one group was to be at an
advantage vis-a-vis another. This means that the assessment of needs
will be more systematic, and priority needs will be placed' on an
organized basis. Methods operated by some local authorities in the
past, such as 'flrst-eome-flrst-served' or the exclusion of particular

categories, are no longer acceptable.

The Act requires the local housing authorities to make a detailed
housing assessment of need every three years. In a new departure, the
local authority must notify voluntary organizations that have a housing
function in terms of the provision of accommodation, shelter or
welfare. This recognizes the growing role of voluntary organizations
in the provision of accommodation; it acknowledges their on-the­
ground experience and knowledge of housing; and it brings them
formally into the housing planning process, albeit in a limited way.

Section 10 of the Act is the most controversial. Rather than lay down
a duty on the local authorities to house particular categories of housing
need, like the homeless, the government chose to lay down new
responsibilities which the local authorities could discharge in anumber
of different ways. Local housing authorities had a number of options
open to them in terms of categories of housing need. First, they could
provide housing from their own stock ("the primary response" as
described in the guidelines issued by the Department of the Environ­
ment), or they could:
_make arrangements for thatperson's housing with an approved body;
_provide financial assistance to the person applying for housing;

Housing: Moving into Crisis? 6 ,

- rent accommodation for that person.

Voluntary organizations, whilst positive about the flexibility given to
the local housing authority in meeting need, are critical about the lack
of a duty and warn that such functions could be discharged in a
minimalist way.

Othernotable features of the Housing Act include section 5 (which lays
down provision forvoluntary organizations to receive financial support
and capital assistance under the Act); provision for the putting in place
ofemergency accommodation (section 11 (2) (c»; and the repeal of the
"wandering abroad" offence of the Vagrancy Act, 1824.

Guidelines for the operation of the Act were issued in two stages. The
first set of guidelines was issued in November 1988 and deals with the
definition ofapplicants, the treatment ofapplicants and liaison arrange­
ments. It stresses that applicants should be interviewed "in a sensitive
and helpful manner". The second set of guidelines, issued in March
1989, deals with the process ofhousing assessments, the first ofwhich
will be completed this year.

The effectiveness of the Act will depend on:
- the commitment and enthusiasm with which local housing authorities
face up to theirnewresponsibilities, particularly in the face ofshortages
of staff and resources;
- the professionalism of the authorities in carrying out assessments and
estimates; .

- the ability ofvoluntary organizatio~s to influence the local authority's
response and sense of urgency and obligation. Several voluntary
organizations have argued for new structures ofdemocratic planning to
be established, giving them a sustained and continuous input into
decision-making;
- the level of housing investment.

Housing: Moving into Crisis? 7



by Eithne Fitzgerald

In analysing the implementation of the 1988 Housing Act it is essential
that these four factors are kept in mind. It is also appropriate that the
1989 National Campaign for the Homeless Annual Conference should
have addressed this theme.

Housing: Moving into Crisis? ,8

3 HOUSING POLICY ======
AT A TURNING POINT

Irish housing policy is at a turning point. The new Housing Act which
came into effect during 1989'gave local authorities responsibilities for
housing homelesspeople. Its success will depend critically on the level
of available resources and on the imagination and commitment with
which the needs of the homeless are addressed.
It comes into effect at a time when the local authority housing pro­
gramme has been virtually abandoned. We could be sitting on a
timebomb as housing lists build up again. In this climate, is it likely that
the needs ofhomeless people will receive due priority? Will homeless
people be offered a real chance to settle in an area of theirchoice or will
they continue to be offered hard-to-let accommodation in deprived
neighbourhoods where their chances ofmaking a successfullife will be
greatly diminished?

The challenge posed by the new Act is for housing policies that are
really relevant to people's needs, not simply for shelter, but for making
a real home 'and becoming part of the community.
I, will fIrst look at the prospects for the local authority housing
programme.

Heading Into Crisis?
The virtual ending' of local authority house building programmes is

. already leading to increased hciusing waiting list, before any provision
is made' for the new categories:of applicants to be provided as a result
of the 198.8 Housing Act. In 1988, there were only 735 new council, ,

starts, compared to an average of 5;800 over the last ten years. A
broadly similar level of housing starts is expected in 1989. Less than
1,000new houses will comeonstream in 1989, and even fewer in 1990.
The 1990 capital allocation is less than one sixth in real terms what it

Housing: Moving into Crisis? 9



Time For New Approaches ,
The virtual ending of the council housing programme does however
open up the opportunity to explore alternative ways ofmeeting hous~ng
needs andindeed oflooking at the whole spectrum ofgovernment aids
to ho~singand how they could be made more relevant to today's real

At the same time, the major sell-offofexisting council homes to sitting
tenants under the 1988purchase scheme, for which45%oftenantsh~ve
applied, will mean a sharp reduction in thenum~r ofhouses ~corm~g
available for reletting through normal vacancies. ~e ~uc, cut m
local authority building programmes is already havmg Its effect on
growing housing waiting lists. Dublin Corporation's housing list h~s
grown from 1,800 in May '1988 to over 3,000 by May 1989.. Dubhn
Corporation and Dun Laoghaire Corporation also hav~ high, and
growing housing waiting lists at 1,000 and 1,400 respecuvely.

was a decade ago. For the fIrst time in living memory,
Corporation has no building programme.

Local Authority Starts and Completions

problems. Government intervention in relation to housing has been
characterized by piecemeal policies, as much designed to meet the
wishes of the construction industry as to deal with housing problems.
Before going on to discuss the changing pattern of those problems, it is
worth taking a quick look at who benefIts from the different elements
of present housing policy.
Thechopping and changingofpolicies is well illustrated by the fact that
40% of the 1989 Department of Environment Estimates provision for
housing r.elates to schemessuch as home improvement grants, builders'
grants and mortgage subsidies, which have already been abolished.

Tax Relief
Tax relief on mortgage interest accounts for the major slice of central
government expenditure on housing and is costing' the taxpayers this
year an estimated £155m in tax foregone. This doesn't include the cost
of the increasingly popular endowment mortgages, not distinguished
separately from other life insurance transactions in the fIgures. As
Owen Keegan showed in a recent paper (Keegan, 1988), a £40,000
endowment mortgage taken out by a top rate taxpayer costs the
Exchequer abouc£l1,ooo more in present value than an equivalent

, annuity mortgage. 45% of the additional Exchequer cost is absorbed
by the lending agency.
Tax relief is an indiscriminate benefit, subsidizing top rate taxpayers
with £150,00 homes in Foxrock by up to £40 a week, as well as the more
modest purchaser of the ordinary farruly home. By contrast; a single
person on Supplementary Welfare [is expected to live on £42 a week.
Interest relief is worth more to higher-rate taxpayers than to lower-rate
taxpayers..not only because tax relief on ~l,ooo is worth £320 in cash
terms to the 32% taxpayer and £560 to the top rate taxpayer, but also, . ~ I
because higher earners have larger, loans.!
Other housing-related tax reliefs which are explicitly designed to help
construction rather than directly meet hou,sing objectives are the stamp
duty"exemption on new dwellings and the Section 23 relief on the
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Dublin

Starts

7,138
6,498
5,315
2;623
1,040

735
, 700*
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1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989

Completions

6,190
7,002
6,523
5,517
3,074
1,450

750*
* -estimates

Source: Quanerly,Bulletin ofHousing Statistics



income from rented property. This last relief allows a landlord buying
a new apartment or house to rent a tax-free income not only from the
new apartment but also from any other rental property, up to the v~ue
ofthe constructioncostofthenewproperty. The average taxexempnon
claimed is about £10,000. It contrasts with a nil tax relief for most
tenants (those aged under 55) on rent paid.

Grants .
The abolished home improvementgrant scheme, which will cost£22m
this year, has done little to improve the fabric ofolder properties, or to
halt urban dereliction. It has primarily been a bonanza to the double­
glazing companies. Of 123,000 grants paid from 1986-8, only one in
eight was for pre-1940 houses.
While the new house grant can be a useful cash injection in the self­
build rural housing sector, I remain to be convinced that in relation to
speculative house building it jJerfonns any other purpose than to push
up new house prices. It will cost us £IOm in 1989.

Social Welfare
Social welfare is playing an increasing role in sUbsi~zing housing
costs, with rent supplements underthe SWAschemecostIng£9~ ay~ar
being paid to about 9,000 private tenants on social welfare, pnman~y
in the greaterDublinarea. While this schemecanallow peopleacertain
freedom of choice in where they live, it is fairly restricted as to
eligibility. Forexample, it is usually withdrawn ifsomeone refuses an
offer of local authority accommodation. People in employment can't
qualify, even where housing costs are very high. . . .
Incomeafterrent and subsidy is extremely low, forexample for a smgle
person, £38.90 a week. This compares with the reco~ended mi~i­

mum basic income for an individual set by the COIllIIllsslon on SOCIal
Welfare in 1986 of £50-£60 a week. It's not surprising that a recent
survey ofpeople onrent supplement in Dublin's northside showed half
needed additional help from the CommunityWelfare Officerwithother
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basic needs such as ESB bills and clothing.
In common with other private tenants, people receiving rent supple­
ments enjoy little or!l0 securityoftenure, and housing conditions at the
lowerend ofthe markettend to be poor. The same survey showed two­
thirds ofrecipients were over 25 and one-third were aged over 40. The
combinationoflow incomeand chronic insecurityoftenure effectively
means they are unable to make a home.

Changed Housing Policies for a Changed Society
Irish society is changing. That change is reflected in our housing
problems. The nuclear family of two parents and children now
constitutes a minority ofIrish households. Our housing policy, which
has largely been geared to traditionalfamilies, must adapt and become
relevant to the changing pattern of housing need.
A convenient location, proximity to family and friends, a good quality
environment and a well-serviced neighbourhood are high on most
people's priorities in looking for a home. Thesefactors are all the more
important to people who are socially isolated, be they single, separated,
single parents, disabled or homeless.

Housing Needs in the Private Rented Sector.
ThreshOld's Experience -
The numberof single people in independent households has grown
rapidly and housing problems, unemployment and low pay Ql:cur here
as elsewhere. TraQitionally, single people under pension age have not
been catered for by the local authoritY hO.l!~ing programme and many
of those on low incomes are in the pp-vate rented sector, where they
comprise ·the great majority of Threshold'scase load. Of all tenure
groups, private tenants pay the highest proPortion of their income on
housing and are least subsidized. There is clironic insecurity of tenure,
and housing conditions at the bottom end of the market are poor.
Threshold's records show that 70% oftenants are on weekly tenancies,
entitled to only a week's notice to quit, and most tenancies are covered
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by verbal agreements only. One-third of the caseload involves notice
to quit or evictions, in some cases after many years' tenancy. Tenants
have few rights and all we can do in most cases is negotiate acouple of
weeks' grace.
Over 40% describe their accommodation as poor, one-third share a
bathroom, and repairs constitute the next most frequent problem we
encounter. Legislation covering standards of fitness and repair is
inadequate; in any event, asserting tenant's rights can precipitate a
notice to quit. There is a significant problem here of unfit and poorly­
maintained housing, scarcely touched by successive home improve­
ment programmes.
Life in flatland does, however, offer convenient, well-serviced neigh­
bourhoods, a mixed community and a lackof social stigma, a manage­
able scale of living and a furnished place. Traditional local authority
housing doesn't offer that. There is a need for affordable housing in
traditional flatland areas, providing good quality accommodation,
security of tenure and the option of a furnished place.
The history ofrent control in this country has apparently turned official
policy against any kind of regulation in the private rented sector.
Business tenants enjoy greater protection than people whose private
flat is their only home. Business tenants are entitled to. a 35-year lease
once they have been three years renting a property. Only after 20 years
of continuous occupation can a residential tenant acquire a right to a
lease, and these cases come in single figures. Unless the legislative
framework changes to provide better security of tenure, it is unlikely
that the long-term need for asecure home can be satisfied in the private
rental market.
That leaves some form of social ownership, whether through the
voluntary sector -housing associations - or through involvement by
local authorities in managing traditional flatland property, as the
remaining option.

Housing: Moving into Crisis? 14

Single Parents
One birth in ten is now to single parents and such parents now constitute
a sizeable proportion of those on housing lists, currently about half of
housing applicants in the greaterDublin Area. Where single parentsare
all housed together as they come to the top of the housing list, whether
in new housing coming on s!I"eam or in low-demand areas like Bal­
lymun, these estates can rapidly become single parent ghettoes. Sup­
portfrom the extendedfamily can becritical in surviving single handed
and on a low income, and it's important to offer housing near to the
support network of family or friends.

Marriage Breakdown
Increasing marriage breakdown is giving rise to growing need for
housing from partners who have left the family home, and the resulting
fmancial problem can often precipitate loss of the family home itself.
The principle should be to try to minimize disruption for the children.
Where family violence is an issue, security is all-important.

Socially Vulnerable People
Socially vulnerable people, like people detached from their families,
people with alc(Jhol problems, people suffering from intermittent
mental illness, orotherwise at risk, oftendrift downward into appalling
accommodation. Housingalonewon't solve theirproblems, without an
effective back-up of community support. Concentrating the problem
in one part of the community - incertain council estates - is not the
answer. The specific needs ofvulnerable people need to be addressed,
be they for full sheltered housing.9r some'intermediate arrangement.
Housing homeless or vulnerable peOple in residual vacancies in hard­
to-letareas isapolicydoomedto failUre. People who are underpressure
already have to cope with the1ack of basic services which encouraged
the original tenants to leave ih the first place.

Housing: Moving into Crisis? 1 5
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Hostel Accommodation
Most hostel accommodation is provided today in. gri~ nineteen~

century buildings, offering poor amenities, little basIc pnvacy and, m
mostcases, nowhere to stayduring the day. Ther~ is ashortageofplaces
for women and children and extreme overcrowding, It took three years
after it was agreed by the Eastern Health Boar:d, to replace Bm
Chaoimhin with a new service, Haven House, m February 1989,
illustrating the lack of urgency the problem receives. As resources to
house all the homeless people now living in hostels in suitable accom­
modation are unlikely to materialize overnight, given the cut in the
housing programme, some basic improvements in present living con­
ditions should beattempted now. Ata minimum, there should~ a.n end
to the practice whereby hostel residents have to leave first thmg m the
morning and appropriate resources given to provide the necessary day
staff.

Providing Homes Where People w,ant The~
Estateagents will tellyou that the three mostlmportant th~ngs about~y
house are location, location and location. The same applies to pote~~al

council tenants. A majority of those being housed by local authontles
are dependent on social welfare, few have their ow~ c~s, and most are
dependent on the vagaries of public transport. It ,IS Important not ~o

isolate people who have little money and are socially vulnerable, m
distant and poorly-serviced neighbourhoods.

Buying To Rent "
The virtual ending of the housing progr=e m 1988 gives the
Department and local authorities an opportunity to have a fre~h look at
the way in which council housing has traditionallybee~ pro~ded. So,
as I proposed in aprevious paper to the National Campaign (F?tzger~d,

1989), council housing programmes should concentrate on lOner City
renewal and infill housing in areas with proven demand and try to meet
location preference by buying second-hand houses in apPIUpriate
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areas.
Only since 1984 have local authorities been given permission to buy
houses for rental to tenants and in that time, of22,OOO houses provided,
only 120 have been purchased, virtually all in new private estates.
Applications by councils to buy second-hand homes have normally
been refused by the Department of the Environment.
Buying houses forreletting has four important advantages. First, it can
offer housing in areas where people want to live. Second, a range of
suitably sized housing can be provided, relevant to the requirements of
the smallerhouseholds on today's housing lists. Iaccept the pointmade
by Owen Keegan (Keegan, 1988) in his recent paper for the House­
builders' Federation that there is already an ample supply of starter
housing and housing suitable for smaller families. Third, it can work
out considerably cheaper than new building. Last, it can avoid the
stigma and social segregation in housing low income families and
people withproblemsall together in physicallydistinct housing estates.

Conclusion
The often-quoted aim ofgovernment housing policy is to provide a
home of good standard located in an acceptable environment to every
family at a price or rent they can afford. For many individuals and
families, this aimis notbeingreached, either becauseenough resources
are not made available, or because' they are overlooked by official
housing policy, or because housing policy is not listening to what their
real needs are. The virtual ending of the local authority progr=e
poses notonly a crisis but also a chanenge~ 'DIe challenge is to examine
the fundamentals ofIrish housing policy,ito question established ideas
andpractices, toaskwho does housingpolicy serve ~ the provideror the
consumer - and to come up witll an effective and relevant housing
policy for the changing needs of Irish society..

Housing: Moving inlo Crisis? 17

I
I,
I,
i

I
I
I

I

I
I

i
i

:j
i



Nature And Extent Of Homelessness .
It is clear that homelessness constitutes asignificantproblemin Ireland
at prese~t Upwards of5,000 adults are n?w estima~ed~o be homeless
here. The question of how homelessness IS defmed IS raised below. In
addition, the Streetwise census found 225 young people to be out of
home in areas other than Dublin in November 1987.. When these are
added to the number identified (405) by an earlier survey as homeless
in the Dublin area, youth homelessness is thought to exceed 500 at any
one time. In addition, there are good grounds for anticipating an
increase in the numbers of homeless adults and young people in the
future. Socialandeconomic trends such as increasing levelsofpoverty,

HOllsing: Moving into Crisis? 18

Introduction
This paper has two tasks. It first considers the nature of homelessness
and characteristics and experiences of those who are homeless. Sec­
ond, the paper aims to set out a series of policy issues that need to be
addressed if we are to respond adequately to the phenomenon of
homelessness, in the light of the most recent research finding~.
The backdrop to this paper is set by the three research projects on
homelessness which were funded by the Combat Poverty Agency
during 1987 and 1988, reports on which have been published(Mc­
Carthy & Conlon, 1987; Kelleher, 1988; and Farrell, 1988). Having
committedresearch funding to aninvestigationofyouth homelessness,
settlement strategies for the homeless and the extent and nature. of
homelessness in Galway, a substantial body ofinfonnation now eXIsts
on homelessness (for the first time). Consequently, we are all in abetter
position to make definitive policy recommendations with regard to
homelessness.

4 NEW PERSPECTIVES
ON HOMELESSNESS by MaryDaly

the growing rate ofmarital breakdown (with the consequent instability
of the family), increased emigration and cut-backs in public expendi­
ture - w~ich have been severe in the social areas of social welfare,
health, education and housing - are likely to worsen the extent and
situation of homelessness in the future.

Who Are The Homeless?
This is not an easy question to answer although, with the three
aforementioned research projects and McCarthy's study for the Simon
Community (1988), a sizeable body of information now exists on
people who are without ahome. However, the definition of homeless­
ness is problematic. Is one to equate homelessness with houselessness
or should one include in the defmition not only those who are without
accommodation but also those who are at risk of homelessness? In
effect, each study appears to use a different definition and, while each
definition used has advantages, it should be borne in mind that a fully
satisfactory and fairly standardized defmition of homelessness has yet
to be developed.
The fmdings of the studies that have been carried out challenge many
of the popular myths and assumptions about those who are labelled
'homeless'. Alili,ough not homogeneous, they share remarkably simi­
lar life experiences.. The majority of homeless people are single, from
large families, with migratory experience, a history of long-term
unemployment and, relat6dJ.y, low socio-economic status and formal
education. Over the last number· of years the composition of the
homeless has been chan'ging. iWomen, especially those who are
separated and/or parenting alone, and young people are forming an
increasing proportionof·the homeless. For example, women com­
prised a third ofthe 'socially vulnerable group' identified by Kelleher
in her study of people housed ;as homeless by Dublin Corporation
between June 1986 and January 1987 (Kelleher, 1988, p.81).. In
addition to the homeless, McCarthy points to the need to identify those
at risk of homelessness -unem~loyed migrant workers, ex-prisoners,
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young people who are estranged from their familic;d on low incomes,
baltered women, single parents and mentally ill people who have lost
contact with their families (McCarthy, 1988, p.l). Taking this defini­
tion, clearly up to 10% of the population could experience homeless­
ness at some stage in their lives.
It is important to recognize the quite remarkable similarities in the life
experiences ofpeople who are homeless or at risk ofhomelessness. In
fact, they must be emphasized rather than downplayed if we are to
achieve an understanding of homelessness. If we ignore the similari­
ties, we run the risk of' explaining homelessness as an individual
problem. This is not the case. Clearly, there is a collective process at
work in society which puts people from certain backgrounds at risk of

_ homelessness first and then propels them into it. Homelessness
generally occurs when poverty combines with a personal crisis such as
family breakdown, family violence, discharge from an institution, and
so on. It can also be related to emigration when impoverished returned
emigrants are left without a home. To view those who are homeless as
individuals is to ignore or overlook the fact that homelessness is a
structural phenomenon.
What is this collectiveprocess? Itis theprocess ofpoverty orinequality
_ the fact that some people are excluded or marginalized from the
resources necessary to improve their situation: adequate income, edu­
cation, health, a job, etc. The homeless population is a microcosm or
sub-group of the poverty population. There is, therefore, a wider
economic and social context to homelessness that challenges the
conventional assumption that homelessness is a result of unfortunate
accident or avoidable personal misfortune. Homelessness has both
social and psychological dimensions. Socially, it leads to loneliness
and lackofbelonging to a community. Psychologically, itis associated

. with feelings of inferiority and exclusion. All of these aspects and
dimensions ofhomelessness andparticularly its structural roots need to
be taken into account when trying to develop a satisfactory response to
it.
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What Is Happening To The Homeless At Present?
A fairly straight reply to this question appears to be "not a lot". This is
despite thefact that the Housing Act 1988 has come into force. It is now
well known that this Act was a source of great disappointment to the
organizations working with the homeless in that itdid not compel local
authoriti~s to house homeless people. In addition, although Dublin
CorporatIOn housed large numbers of people whom it defined as
homeless during 1986 and 1987, the success of this response to
homelessness has been questioned. In effect, due to a surplus of low­
?emand local authority housing in the Dublin area in 1986/87, housing
ID low-demand areas was allocated to homeless people. However,
these areas are cliaracterized by poor infrastructural services and
amenities, high levels ofunemployment, dependence on social welfare
and lack ofcommunity care. There is also the major issue ofthe social
mix ofpublic housing. People working with the homeless point to the
need to house homeless people in areas with a good social mix and in
numbers that can be integrated into the community. That did not
happen in Dublin: 82% of the 742 applicants studied by Kelleher were
housed in either Ballymun, Tallaght or the South Dublin Inner City
(Kelleher, 1988, p.85).
In the lightof this, it is interesting to consider that one of the three main
concerns of the Ballymun Task Force (which is made up of local
community representatives, the TDs, for the area and representatives
fro~ ?ublin Corporation and:the Eastern Health Board) is the social
stabilIty or social mix of the area (B!Ulymun Task Force, 1988).
?ver the last six months, ho",,:ever,.~cco~odation availability, even
ID low-demand areas, is di~appeari-ng as public construction pro­
granImes are being severely ~educeq. Clearly, there is a crisis for the
homeless and the many voluntary agencies dealing with them. All of
the indicators give a pessimistic sce~arioforfuture housing provision.
Threshold (1988) predicts a severe housing shorta~e in 1989/90 result-

.ing from the following factors: .
• The temporary surplus oflocai authority houses in 1986/87
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sion and maintenance; the involvement ofdifferent sectors in housing;
and a satisfactory planning and allocations policy.
Integral to housing the homeless is adequate housingprovision, both in
terms ofquantity, quality, range and sector (Dillon & Q'Brien, 1982).
In terms ofquantity, as has been made clear above, there is likely to be
a shortage of accommodatiol,l in many areas in the near future. In
addition, given the cut-backs which have been especially severe for
local authorities, the quality of housing stock is likely to deteriorate as
funds for maintenance and new housing become more scarce.
Also, it should now be clear that a range of accommodation options,
including emergency, interim and permanent, is necessary to enable
homeless people to be housed satisfactorily. To take the example of
hostels, current provision is inadequate by any standards. Religious
voluntary groups provide 93 per cent of emergency and short-term
accommodation. The hostel population has been changing in recent
years with a drop in demand for adult males, accompanied by a rise in
demand among young people and women with children. However, a
number of problems exist.
While thereisexcess hostelaccommodation for someelderly homeless
men, much ofitis below an acceptablestandardandmany ofthe hostels
require their resiqents to vacate the premises during the day. Also,
there is insufficient emergency and short-term accommodation for
youngpeople under25 years, with theresult that they are entering adult
hostels, totally unsuited to their needs. In some areas of the country
accommodation for the young homeless is totally insufficient.
Despite the fact that Health Boards have a ~tatutory responsibility for
children up to 16years, resi&ntialfacilities are in general administered
by the voluntary sector with the Health Boards having little control·
over admissions. In many cases the more difficult people are excluded
from residential care. In addition, provision is often inappropriate and
insufficient. This leads clirtctly to homelessness.

Housing Provision
There are a number of issues involved here: adequate housing provi-
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as a result of the £5,000 house purchase grant is now
absorbed by the influx of new families on housing lists.

• The house building programmes of local authorities have
virtually come to a standstill. Only 1,450 new houses were
completed in 1988 compared with an annual average of
5,800 over the 10 years 1977-87. Although 1989 provides
for some new starts, this increase will not be sufficient to
deal with the backlog of demand.

• The 1988 sales scheme to sitting tenants is likely to reduce
the numbers ofcasual vacancies arising in the future. It is
estimated by Threshold that 4,500 new vacancies are likely
to arise nationally in 1989. Taking current emigration rates
into consideration, a minimum of 7,500 new applicants,
nationally, are likely to apply for accommodation. In the
absence of a building programme it can be concluded that
there will be an annual addition of 3,000 new applicants to
the housing lists.

• In addition, accommodationin theprivaterented sectorhas
fallen dramatically. Accommodation units rented from
private landlords have been reduced from 26 per cent
(172,953) of housing stock in 1946 to 10.4 per cent
(102,306) in 1979.

Given this scenario, it is timely to try to take stock ofthe problems that
must be faced ifwe are to respond adequately to the homeless. As I see
it there are four key sets of problems:

(i) inadequate or unsuitable housing provision;
(ii) the funding crisis;
(ill) the failure to respond to financial poverty;
(iv) the lackofco-ordinatedandcomprehensivesupport services.

These problems are dealt with in turn.



Changing Needs
The need to provide accommodation for households other than the
standard husband, wife and two children also needs to be considered.
Family structures are changing quite rapidly. For instance, single
parents now constitute almost 10% of all households. There has been
a major shift towards one person and two person households applying
for local authority houses and a marked decline in the numberoflarger
hous~holds ~orri.ssey, 1988). And yet, the vast majority of our
housmg provlSlon IS based on this type of household.
At present, the housing market is very segregated on class lines. Local
authorities provide housing for the poorer sections of the community
whereas the private sectordeals almostexclusively with the middleand
upper classes. In addition, there is little or no interaction or co­
ordination between the two sectors. This need not'be so.
Reform in the private rented sector is certainly needed. Among the
measures that would be a significant improvement in this sector is the
introduction of mandatory rent receipts. Because some landlords are
reluctant to provide rent receipts, tenants cannot claimrent allowance
under the Supplementary Welfare Allowance. It can also cause
problems in the reimbursement of deposits from the landlords. In
addition, a listing of private landlords holding accommodation of
appropriate standards would be a great help. These lists should be
drawn up jointly by the Health Boards and local authorities. There
should also be some attempt made to enforce and monitor adequate
standards of accommodation in the private rented sector.
There is another housing sector as well - the voluntary sector. Its
contribution has been limited in the past in Ireland. Significant and
welcome policy developments, however, have been taking place since
1984 and many housing organizations are developing new projects
aimed at catering specifically for homeless people. However, there are
barriers to greater involvement of the voluntary sector. In particular,
the limit of assistance to £20,000 per dwelling unit (based on the cost
of a self-contained, small, old person's dwelling) does not take ade-
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quate account of the range of house types and sizes required for the
different categones of housing needs listed in the scheme - ie. single
parents, families with olderchildren who cannot becateredfor in aone­
bedroomod unit, and so on.

Funding And Maintenance
The two-tiered system of funding (up to 95 per cent for housing of
homeless persons and a maximum of 80 per cent for other categories
listed in the scheme) is causing complications and should be reviewed.
Because ofthe apparenthighercostofbuildingorconversion in Dublin
(and perhaps othercities) there is a case for having a two-tiered system .
of assistance related to costs, but not to categories of housing need.
Also, there is no defined schemeofassistance relative to running costs
ofvoluntary housing services. Finally, at present grants are paid on an
ad-hoc basis depending on the interest of the particular Health Board
and the case made by the voluntary organization. Without ongoing
charitable donations, such voluntary services as do exist could not
survive and obviously such sources of funding are inherently unpre­
dictable.
Adequate maintenance is also key. The maintenance problems con­
fronted by homeless tenants makes settling into new accommodation
very difficult. '
Along with provision and maintenance, there is the issue of housing
allocations policy. As outlined above, there has been a tendency to .•
house homeless people in areas that are poorly serviced and to concen-
trate tenants with similar ,characteristics and frequently similar needs .
in the same areas. Thus, the Baliymun Task Force is concerned about
the socialstability of their area. ;They suggest a number of remedies,
central to w\1ich is the inv9lvem~ntof the localcommunity indecisions
about and allocations to the area. Consultation with and involvement .
of the local community is regarded by the CombatPoverty Agency as
vital for satisfactoryserviceprovision, almostregardless ofthe specific
type of service.
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In orderto facilitate tenants, including homelesspeople, to live in areas
of their choice and in order to avoid the problem ofclustering tenants
with similar social problems,local authorities should seek to reserve a
percentage of houses in non-Iow-demand areas for homeless people.
They should also seek to have their mandate broadened to facilitate
local authority purchase of second-hand and new houses, including
purpose-built houses for letting. For example, in the last few years
there has been a dramatic upsurge in the building of two-bedroomed
houses in the private sector. When such houses come on the market,
local authorities should buy them andmake them available forreletting
to small families around the city. rather than clustering them into
specific estates far from city centres. Another desirable possibility is
for selected local authority apartments· to be set aside for specific
vulnerable categories of homeless people, such as youth or women
fleeing from violent situations.

The Funding Crisis
It is clear that there is a funding crisis at local and national level. The
capital building programme has been particularly affected. Cut-backs
incentral government funding have meant that local authority housing
provision and maintenance is severely curtailed, along with local
service provision. Clearly, ifthere is to be a significant improvement,
central governmentfunding has tobe restored. I amnot suggesting that
this will be easy or indeed that it will happen, but there are possibilities
for raising extra revenue or redirecting existing subsidies.
The equity of existing housing funding is questionable. Only a very
smallproportion ofsubsidies goes to tenants in theprivaterented sector
and to the special needs category. Private tenants on low pay receive
no State help whatsoever in contrast, for example, to the generous
mortgage interest relief available to those who can afford to buy their
own house.
Tax exemptions on mortgage relieffavour the betteroff. Forexample,
a marriedcouple can claim a maximumof£3,600 on mortgage interest
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relief. Those on the top marginal income tax rate of56 per cent make
an annual cash savingof£2,088 perannum, or£40.15 perweek. When
oneconsiders the inadequacy ofsocialwelfare benefits received by the
unemployed, there is no equity in a family on a very high income
receiving a cash saving of £40.15. At a minimum, those on the top
marginal income tax rate sho,!ld only be allowed to claim the standard
income tax rate on mortgage interest relief.
It has been recently claimed that the increasing trend from annuity
mortgages into endowment mortgages involves considerable extra
cost to the Exchequer (Keegan, 1988). Moreover, only a part of this
extra cost is passed on to the borrower. The building societies and
assurance companies are major beneficiaries of Exchequer transfers.
Forexample, a married couple borrowing £40,000 over 20 years on an
endowmentmortgageasopposedto a standard buildingmortgagecosts
the Exchequer an extra £11,000. Only 55 per cent (£6,000) of this
transfer remains with the borrower. An indirect transfer of £5,000
(45%) goes to thebuilding society and assurance company. This aspect
of housing finance whereby resources are being transferred to private
corporations should be the subjectmatterofa White Paperon housing.
Were these and othersubsidies to bereducedorremoved -and ofcourse
a carefully constJ:ucted property tax introduced - central government
funding to the local authorities could be significantly increased.

Failure To Deal With Poverty
The fact that poverty is widespread in Irish society is now well known
and widely accepted. Given that Poverty i~ a dominant factor under­
lying homelessness, the major income maintenance and other reforms
necessary to address poverty, if implemented, would also significantly
improve the homelessness'situation.
The Agency has put forward a major anti-poverty programme in its
prebudgetsubmissionfor 1988. There arefive parts to this programme:

"socialwelfare reform;
"reform of the taxation system;
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There is a wide range of services provided by statutory and voluntary
bodies working with homeless people. However, because these do not
co-ordinate both at planning and service level, homeless people expe­
rience major difficulties in making contactwith numerous agencies on
moving into a new area and new accommodation. These agencies can
include the ESB, New Dublin Gas, the Medical Card office, the
Supplementary Welfare Office, the St Vincent de Paul Society, the
Employment Exchange and the Maintenance Department of Dublin
Corporation. In effect, the lack ofco-ordination between the statutory
and voluntary agencies involved with homeless people may lead to
people being without the support and basic items they require.
Among the measures which would significantly improve co-ordina-
tion are: I'

- the establishment of a Homeless Person's Unit;
- the funding of optiortal Home-Maket/Outreach service;

.. -. the·development of day centres.
A key part !,f the work of the Homeless Person's Unit would be the
careful assessment of each applicant in order to identify the type of
housing solution and supports required. It is vital that homelesspeople
who are sociallyvulnerable are allocatedaccommodation according to
theirneedand not automatically accommodatedin low-demandestates, ,

The Lack of Co-Ordinated Support Services
Homelessness is bothpreventable andcurable. However, it is vital that
on-the-ground co-ordination is developed between the various organi­
zations and sectors engaged in allocating and providing support serv­
ices to homeless people. Effective on-the-groundcommunication and
co-ordination could eliminate the costly, time-consuming and demor­
alizing burden presently placed on the homeless person as s/he trudges
from agency to agency and is forced to undergo several assessments.

system to achieve a: greater tax yield from the corporate sector, the
owners of property and the wealthy.

-improved access to public services for the less well-off;
-a programme of community development;
-measures to address unemployment and a programme ofrights for

the unemployed.

While the details of each of the sp"..cific proposals will not be given
here, it is important to outline the main social welfare reforms since
they are so urgent. Most fundamentally, the basic minimum social
welfare payments need to be increased to the levels recommended by
the Commission on Social Welfare and the Agency. In 1989 values
these are £55-£65 for the head of household; £33-£38 for a dependent
adult; plus £13 for each child dependent. Family income support
policies also need to be reviewed, in particular the payments made for
children. At a minimum, greater payments should be made for older
children. The situation of unemployed 16 and 17 year olds is critical
at present since they are not entitled to a payment in their own right.
For homeless people and indeed for many others in the population, the
Supplementary Welfare Allowance is a vital lifeline. And yet it is so
problematic. The fact that assistance is discretionary has given rise to
greatvariation notonly across Health Boardareas butalsofrom district
to district. This is a major source ofproblems. Inaddition, the scheme
is very underfunded which means, for instance, that the amounts and
type of assistance given are limited. Of significant help to homeless
people would be an improvement in the quantity andrange of furnish­
ing items for which homeless people are eligible on moving into new
accommodation. At present the items given are insufficient. Essential
items such as a table, floor covering, curtains and fridge are not
normally granted. The rent supplements are also problematic in that
they vary in amount and length of delay - where they are given at all.

In the Agency's view, the implementation of these measures is as
important a priority as dealing with the national debt. Moreover, it is
possible to raise the necessary revenue by reforming the taxation
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on theperipheryofthe city. The allocation ofinappropriate accommo­
dation is bad housing management and is inefficient in the long-term.
Approximately 25 per cent of homeless tenants leave their accommo­
dation within six months of being allocated accommodation. The
additional costs and labour incurred by the State as a result of bad
housing management could be eliminated.
The introduction of such an assessment procedure would also involve
consultation with the referral agencies - i.e. the Eastern Health Board
and the voluntary sector. Formal staff training in case work and the
structure ofthe statutoty and voluntary services is also important. The
establishment ofaHomeless Person's Unit could be achieved without
major new investment but by restructuring. FocusPoint has found that
atpresentan average of2.6 minutes is available to assess each applicant
in the Dublin Corporation area.
Many homeless people find itqifficult to locate appropriate accommo­
dation and to settle into it. They can be suffering form traumatic
experiences, lack of information about their basic rights and find it
difficult to make contactwith and relate to bureaucraticorganizations.
This can also be very lonely. They need someform ofhelp and support
while finding, moving into, and settling down in a home of their own.
An optional home-maker service would be of immense help. This
service could offer:

• personal support counselling and visiting;
• help in finding a flat in the private rented sector or in making an

application to the local authority;
• help to newly-accommodated people with budgeting and cook­

ing;
• contracting, mediation and advocacy vis-a-vis other statutory

and voluntary organizations - i.e. helping people to' get their
social welfare benefits and adequate household furnishings;

• provide information and contacts in the local area and link
homeless people into the community support network.

People leaving prison, psychiatric hospital and child care institutions
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.are at risk ofbecoming homeless. The home-maker service could thus
liaise with and "outreach" into these institutions to ensure that people
leaving them get adequate support to bereintegrated intocommunities.
First and foremost, however, there should be an onus placed on these
institutions to ensure that people are not discharged without adequate
support services.
Many homeless people suffetfromchronic boredomduring the day. A
day-centre, modelled on the Focus Point shop front centre, should be
established on the northside ofDublin. The LINX Drop-In Centre in
BalIymun, which is acommunity-based settlement service/day centre
for the homeless, should also be adequately funded.

APolicy on Homelessness
Given that homelessness is such amulti-faceted phenomenon, a broad­
ranging response is necessary to address it. Both curative and preven­
tative measures are needed, ranging across the spectrum of both social
and economic provision. A response in terms of just housing or
physical infrastructure will not be sufficient. The following are the
main policy responses needed:

• legislative reform to ensure that responsibility to house the
homeless fl?sides with onesectororstateinstitution and toprotect
the rights of children, particularly 16 and 17 year olds;

• iInproved housing provision;
• adequate income maintenance provision;
• coordinated suppOrt services for the homeless;
• improved health and education services.

i
I
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I referred earlier to service provisionfor the homeless being bureau­
cratic, fragmented and ad-hoc. This was particularly evident in the
allocation policy of Dublin Corporation, tJie funding of running costs
for hostels and the homeless, and the funding of the voluntary sector.

groups;
• And finally, an ad hoc approach to service provision for the

homeless. •
The purpose of the research was to provide a framework for the
development ofhousing and settlement strategies. I approached this in
a number of different ways:

• Adetailed analysis of the Dublin Corporation records ofhousing
allocations between June 1986 and January 1987.

• Interviews with key people in DublinCorporation. The relation­
ship (or lack of it) between the different statutory agencies and
theirvarious responsibilities in the settlement ofhomeless people
were analysed. This involved interviewing key individuals in
Community Care, the Special Hospitals Section of the Eastern
Health Board, and Departments of Health and Environment. It
was also necessary to conduct group interviews with community
leaders to clarify the local dimension of the State's strategy.
In all, in-depth interviews were held with 80 people in the State

. andvoluntary sectorwho are in day-ta-day contact with homeless
people.

• Interviews with homeless people who were allocated houses in
order to ass~ss their level ofsatisfaction with the State's strategy
for housing the homdess. A special investigation was made of
the effects ofhousing policy in Ballymun and Tallaghtwhere the
greatest number of homeless People were housed.

• Finally, agencies in Scotland were visited to review the housing
and settlement strategies currentiy in operation there and to
examine what lessons might~ leamect.

Homelessness
It is finally being understood that a key feature of homelessness is
poverty. Homelessness is in fact an extreme form of poverty. The
incidence of poverty in Ireland is severe; the recent ESRI Report
highlighted that overone-third of the population are living in poverty.
The October National Conference of Women Together Against Pov­
erty, and the International Tribunal of Women and Poverty held in
Brussels in November and attended by twelve Irish women who have
direct experience of poverty, have been very important initiatives by
the poor themselves. They are the most aware that the severity of the
povertycrisis has not up to nowresulted in the urgent changes required.
The research which I undertook between June 1986 and January 1987
confirms a picture ofhomeless people beingforced to negotiate with a
complex network of organizations and bureaucratic procedures, plac­
ing further, often severe, pressures on the homeless in the search for a
roof oyer their heads:
The research revealed that services for the homeless are marked by :

• Fragmentation;
• Ablurringofroles and responsibilities between the local authori­

ties and the Health Boards, yet many important services - such 'as
a home-maker service - fall wide of the briefof both the Health
Boards and the local authorities; ,

• Alack ofco-ordination within and between the statutory organi­
zations and between the statutoryorganizations and the voluntary

• P. Kelleher, Settling in the City. 1988
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Ad Hoc Approach
Homeless people are housed not as a result ofa concerted and planned
policy but in order to protectvacant Corporation property from becom­
ing prey to vandalism. Research reveals that the policy for allocating
accommodation is ad hoc and requires the applicant to be capable of
extreme persistence to call daily to the Allocations Section in the hope
that accommodation becomes available. Operational criteria used for
allocating accommodation are also unclear. The research reveals that
very little time is allowed to the Dublin Corporation Officers in the
Allocations Section to deal with each case. For the period of the study,
there was very little time for in-depth investigation into any case. On
average, the Allocations Section dealt with 70 people from the general
public each morning. It must also be borne in mind. that many
applicants are in a serious state ofdistress; In addition, officers do not
receive training in interviewing techniques or social work counselling.

The voluntary sector is pioneering the provision of essential support
services for the homeless. This is being done on shoe-string budgets
and many of the programmes are dependent on short-term training and
temporary employment schemes. The uncertainty and insecurity of
funding means that long-term planning is impossible as programmes
are interrupted by the termination of schemes. Secure funding should
therefore be provided for community-based support. and drop-in
centres for homeless people and for the home-maker service.

Fragmentation
There is evidence that over the last six months the fragmentation and
lackofintegrationofserviceprovisionfor the homeless is beingfurther
exacerbated bycut-backs in public expenditure. Professional, bureau­
cratic and organizational factors are receivingpriorityoverthe needs of
the homeless. Personal services to the public .are the first to be cut and
these are being reduced in a haphazard manner which are causing
further severe hardships to the homeless.
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For instance, the opening hours of the housing welfare section was
reduced from.a full day to a half day. It is now only open in the
mornings..
Second, the opening time for the lettings section, where new tenants
sign up for their accommodatioJ:!, was reduced to a half day. Unfortu­
nately its opening time, beingin themorning, does notcoincidewith the
opening time of the housing welfare section.
During the period of this research (lettings from June 1986 to January
1987)two rnajorfactors determined the housingmanagementapproach
- namely, the excess of available houses in low-demand areas and the
widespread problem of vandalism of unoccupied local authority ac­
commodation. Lllrge numbers of people who could be defined. as
socially vulnerable are allocated homes in already disadvantaged
communities where there is an absence of infrastructural services and
amenities, high levels ofunemployment, dependence on social welfare
and lack of community care.
Research findings indicate that :

• 88% of homeless people are totally dependent on social welfare
benefits;

• 82% are housed in one of three Dublin Corporation areas ­
Ballymun, ~allaght and South Inner City.

Obstacles
There has been a severe reduction in the supply of accommodation
available to potential local autliority tenants. For single homeless
people in the Dublin area! the <;risis is already a reality. Since October
1988 there has been virtually rio acconmlodation available for the, '

single homeless in the Dublin area.
Other obstacles faced by hombless people in attempting to settle
include:

• Housing maintenance has declined catastrophically. Case stud­
ies reveal again and agairi the months of delay that tenants are
forced to endure to have !;heir accommodation repaired;
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The extreme poverty of many homeless people means that they
also require assistance to furnish their accommodation when
attempting to settle into a home. An integrated strategy must
therefore come to terms with the disastrous shortcomings of the
Supplementary Welfare System. For example:
* guidelines are discretionary, not publicized and not

available to applicants;
items given are insufficient - essential items such as a
table, floor-covering, curtains or fridge are not normally
granted;
applicants are forced to rely on charitable agencies and
suffer a sense of humiliation, feeling that they have to
beg for basic survival;

The discharging of ex-psychiatric patients 'without adequate
community support services is a major problem. Ex-psychiatric
patients who have minimal or no support are forming an increas­
ing numberofDublin Corporation applicants. This indicates that
psychiatric patients are being discharged from hospital care by
the Eastern Health Board in the absence ofcomprehensive or co­
ordinated community care prograrrunes.

• Adequate assessment ofhomeless people's needs and the match­
ing of these with appropriate accommodation ~d SU?port. ~
special homeless' persons unit should be established m Dubhn
Corporation for this purpose;

• A wide range of housing types which would include emergency
accommodation and half-way houses providing a range of sup-
port services;' . .

• An optional home-maker service for peopl7 movmg mt? accom­
modation which would provide contact WIth commumty-based
and other social supports. This should be administered by ,the
voluntary sector and jointly funded by the Eastern Health Board
and Dublin Corporation.

In the light of the findings of this research, the ~uidelin~s govemi~g

Sections 2 and 10 ofthe Housing Act 1988 (WhICh came mto effect m
January 1989) are welcomed. The Guidelines advocate: .

• better liaison between the Health Boards and the local authon-
ties; ,

• support andvisiting services for the homeless where appropnate;
• and suitable accommodation appropriate to needs.

Finally, homelessness and emigration are clearly linked. The
Streetwise Study undertaken earlier this year on the younghomeless
established that emigration was a major route into homelessness. The
present study found that 12% of homeless people applying for local
authority accommodation were returned emigrants. Itisdisturbing that
forced emigration is still rising.
In summary, ithas becomeincreasinglyclearthat theneeds ofhomeless
people cannot be met simply by giving them keys to houses, without
support, in low-priority areas. For the period under study one-quarter
of all housed applicants left their accommodation six months after
being housed. At a minimum, an integrated strategy for settling must
include:
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Homeless Perso~ Unit
If the spirit of the Guidelines is to be inIplemented, it is'important that
a Homeless Persons Unit, with an official Homeless Persons Officer
and Liaison Officer, be established in the Housing Department of
Dublin Corporation.
A key part of the work of the Homeless PersonsYnit. should be the
careful assessment of each applicant in order to Idenufy the type of
housing solution and supports reQuir~(H It is vital that homeless people
who are socially vulnerable are lillocat~ accommodation according to
theirneed and not automatically 'accomp:1odatedin low-demand estates
on the periphery of the city. The allocation ofinappropriate accommo­
dation is bad housing management and it is ineffective ~ long-term
settlement. Approximately 25 percentoftenants leave theIraccommo-
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A Home-Maker Service .
Many homeless people find it difficult to locate ap~ropnate accomm?­
dation and settle into it. They can be suffenng from trauman~

experiences, lack of information about their basic ~ghts an? fi?d It

difficult to make contact with and relate to bureaucranc organlzanons.
They can also be very lonely; These people.need some f~rmofhelp.and
suppon while finding, moving into, making and settl~ng down m a
home of their own. An optional home-maker servtce should be
available. .,

This service should offer: . i . i . ..
• personal suppon, counselling and Vlslllng; . .
• help in finding a flat in the private rented sector or m making an

application to the local authority secto;. .
• help to newly-accommodated· people m the form of budgellng

and cooking;

!

dation within six months. The additional costs and labour incurred by
the State as a result of bad housing management would then be
eliminated.

The introduction of such an assessment procedure would also involve
consultation with the referral agencies - ie. the Eastern Health Board
and the voluntary sector. Formal staff training in case work and the
structure of the statutory and voluntary services should be provided.
The establishment of a Homeless Persons Unit could be achieved
without the investmentofextraresources but by the restructuring ofthe
Section.

At present there is a Homeless Persons Officer, appointed in 1985, as
a response to the growing concern about homelessness. The Homeless
Persons Officer, however, is part of the general staffof the Allocations
Section. The system of housing homeless people is discretionary and
ad hoc, with no clearguidelines on entitlements. As mentioned above,
there is little time to deal with each case and in-depth investigation is
not possible. The Allocations Section of Dublin Corporation is
overloaded, with its staff overworked.

A Range Of Accommodation Options
It is important to provide a range of aCcommodation options (emer­
gency, interim and permanent) which would give homeless people
access to suitable accommodation of good standard. Wider options
including high-quality emergency hostels, half-way houses, independ­
ent living units, should be provided to facilitate homeless people live
in areas of their choice and to avoid the problem ofclustering tenants
with similar social problems. Local authorities should:

• have their mandate broadened to facilitate local authority pur­
chases of second-hand and new houses, including purpose-built
houses for letting. For example, in the last few years there has
been a dramatic upsurge in the building of two-bedroomed
houses in the private sector. When such houses come on the
market, local authorities should buy them and make them avail-

i
(:.

I'
f:
~ "

ff.,
•'~.

•

•

•

able for reletting to smaJ!. families around the cit~, rather ~an
clustering them into specific estates far from the city centre,
reserve a percentage of houses in non-Iow-demand areas for
homeless people; .
furnish. selected local authority apartments for speclfic vulner­
able categories of homeless people, such as youth or women
fleeing from violent situations; .
ensure that adequate resources are provided to maintain local
authority property and to renovate it to habitable levels before
housingnewresidents. The maintenanceproblems confr?nted by
homeless tenants makes settling into new accommodanon very
difficult; .
ensure that high-rise flat complexes, especially in low-demand
areas, are provided with adequate and appropriate communal ~nd
suppon facilities such as launderettes, ~eeting r~ms, cof~ee

shops, etc. Local authorities should clarify and dehneate wlth
Health Boards their respective roles.

I .
I
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• contracting, mediation and advocacy vis-a-vis other statutory
and voluntaryorganizations -ie. helping people to get theirsocial
welfare benefits and household furnishings;

• provide information and contacts in the local area and link
homeless people into the social support network at community
level.

The home-makerserviceshould beofferedat the"assessment"stage by
the Homeless Officer to all local authority applicants who are home­
less.

People leaving prison, psychiatric hospitals and child care institutions
are at risk ofbecominghomeless. The home-makerserviceshould thus
liaise with and "outreach" into these institutions to ensure that people
leaving them getadequate support to be reintegrated intocommunities.
There should be an onus placed on these institutions to ensure that
people are not discharged withput adequate support services.
The home-makerservice should also be available to hostel residents of
long-term, short-term and emergency status. Such a service should be
funded jointly by the local authorities and Health Boards lUld admini­
stered by the voluntary sector.

Day Centres

Many homeless people suffer from boredom during the day. Aday­
centre, modelled on the Focus Point shopfront centre should be estab­
lished on the north side of Dublin. The LINX Drop-In Centre in
Ballymun, which is a community-based settlement service/day centre
for the homeless, is a useful model and should be adequately funded.
These day centres should ensure that homeless people get access to
medical services, as many homeless people of"no fixed abode" do not
get amedical card. Awork/trainingandrecreationaloption shouldalso
be provided by these centres.

Conclusion .
In conclusion, State and voluntary services had already begun. a
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dialogue on housing problems when my research began and the
methodology of this study sought to involve those agencies in the
research process. It is, for me, an important feature of the work that the
strategies recommended emerge from the collective experiences and
concerns of those directly responsible for housing and settlement
across a range of organizations and agencies, both voluntary and
statutory. '
I believe the co-operation, support and facilitation I received during~y
research'itself underlines thus immense concern. The implementanon
of many of the recommendations would not require the inves~ent of
extra resources but could be implemented by the restructunng of
agencies and ongoing and improved consultation between Dublin
Corporation, theEasternHealth Boardand thevoluntary sector. In fact,
I am glad toreport that since this research commencedin October 198~,
and despite the set-backs mentioned earlier, many changes ~eleva?t to
the recommendations are being introduced as a result of diSCUSSIOns
facilitated by the research process. For example, ongoing consultation
is being intensified between the Housing Department ofDublin Corpo­
ration and the Homeless Persons Unit of the Eastern Health Board.
Work experiences and work placements have been exchanged ~tween
Focus Point and the Allocations Section of Dublin Corporanon, and
Focus Point has hIitiated a preventative programme in four Dublin city
hostels. Dublin Corporation is also referring some homeless people,
where appropriate, to the Focus Point home-maker service. .
The Allocations Section hasalso initiated liaison with Women's AId,
communitygroups -particularly in the area~ ofBallymun andDarndale
- and with psychiatric hospitals discharging patients into the commu­
nity. In fact, at the request of the tenant associations in Ballymun, the
Allocations.Section ~as ap~intedone full-timeperson to the Bally~un
area for the purpose 'of facilitating new tenants to sign th~ appropnate
documents. The Allocations Section are now develop1Og a system
whereby they provide in1epth investigation int.o the needs .of the
"vulnerable" homeless andreserve asmall proportionofhouses mnon-, . I
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ON THE GROUND
Let's look at some, unfortunately typical, cases from my files - the kind
ofincident which gets headlines in a local newspaper and occasionally
hits the nationals

low-de~and areas for. them. This change is arising out of the imple­
~entatIo? oftheHousmgAct 1988. I thinkthat theAllocations Section
IS to be highly commended for initiating these changes within its own
bureaucracy.

Final~y and rnos.t impon:m.tl~, Davy Byrne, Assistant Manager of
Dubhn CorporatIon, has Imtlated a Housing Forum comprising the
statutory sector and voluntary organizations. This is an essential step
to ensure that a co-ordinated policy is developed and that "on the
groun~" ~ommunication takes place between the various agencies and
organizatIons concerned with the homeless.

6 DISCRIMINATION
AGAINST TRAVELLERS:
THE NEED FOR REFORM
OF THE LAW by Des Curley

-
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Limerick, October 1985
Friday 11/10/85 : A group ofresidents called on the travellers on the
Childers Road and told them to leave by the next day.
Saturday 12110/85.: A large mob blocked off the road and forcibly
moved some ofthe caravans while armed with shovels, picks, etc. A
largeforce ofGardai were onduty throughout the incident butjuststood
by. Has any of these residents been charged? The Corporation then
signed over the iand from which the travellers had been moved to
private ownership, thus preventing the travellers from enforcing any
legal obligation on the Corporation.

Ballinasloe, 1984
A local gentleman "":as Ollt ,with his shotgun and, he claimed, was
shooting at birds. He (accidently, we must assume) hit the wheel of the
caravan with some pellets. Coincidentally he had had a row a little
earlier with the occupants of the caravan.
The full rigours of the law 'Yere applied for his dangerous action. He
was fined SOp for using a firearm on a public road.
Another aspect of that caseconcerns the Civil Legal Aid Scheme. The
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fa.~y, who h~d 13 dependent children, applied for and were refused
ClVll Legal AId to take a civil case against their trigger-happy neigh­
bour.

Limerick, October 1988

The Carthy family had been moved continually since early 1987.
Before Easter they parked on a quiet side road in front of the GAA
grounds in the Monaleen area. A mob ofpeople and a bulldozer came
and dug a trench right up to the base of the first caravan, forcing the
travellers to move.
They eventually parked near Kilmurray Cemetery and were immedi­
ately threatened by local residents. Two days later a JCB arrived but
left as a committee member was present and called the Gardai. S~me
days later, on 24/10/88, the JCB returned accompanied by the Gardai
and a representative of l'lassey Technological Park. The JCB started
to drop huge boulders near the caravans. The Gardai stated that the
caravans were on private property.
The ale.rt committee member was again present and succeeded in
preventmg further action by finding out that the Council owned the
property - it wasn't private property. .
AletterI received from the committeeabout theincidentfinishes- "The
situation in this a!ea is terrible. The travellers are constantly refused
water and the children experience rejection every day."

These threecasescontain between them the typical elementsofthekind
?f cas~ w~ic~ c~m~s to my attention. They are but three examples
~nvolvmg mtlll1ldatlon by local residents or a local business, Garda
mvolvement and manipulation by a local authority.

THE COURTS
Most ofus see the Courts as ourmajorprotection ifwe have difficulties.
How do travellers fare OUt? Here are some cases involving the Courts
and travellers. . .
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Malahide 31/8/88
Golf Driving Range: Car park at Clare Manor Hotel, Malahide Road,
Co. Dublin. Interlocutory injunction granted to the hotel for the
remo.val of 6 caravans, cars, vans, lean-to shelters, rubble and bits of
scrap.
The Managing Directorofthe hotel, in an affidavit, said that one of the
travellers had threatened to bumdown the driving range. He also stated
that their children were in danger from his customers' cars and were
living in insanitary conditions.

Waterford, 1988
The Gardai in Waterford told the travellers to move from their present
site to another spot, Kilbarry, or "they would be towed out"
There was no altemative site available to the travellers and Kilbarry,
which is not a properly serviced site, presented severe health hazards.
Civil Legal Aid is not available for group cases so they could not, as a
group, avail ofit to give them access to the courts to protect themselves.
One man therefore applied for Legal Aid to protect himself and his
family. His application was refused under paragraph 3.2.4 (2) of the
Scheme ~ becl\use there are otherpersons who have a similarinterest in
the proceedings..

Roscrea, August 1988
District Justice J. Neilan, speaking at Roscrea Court, is quoted in the
local papers as saying:. "Itinerants are abusing the legal system in no
uncertain fashion . . . They are ripping off the system and aren't
prepared to take part in society, expect to draw money from every
GovernmentDepartment . .. They are racing through the country like
thunder and lightning at tax-payer expense and drawing money from
every Government Agency::
The Courts are generally very solemn and serious places and the
District Courts are no exception. However, there is occasionally some
light relief - some moments:when everyone relaxes and smiles oreven
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where they had lived all their lives.
Those families no longerreside in Tubbercurry - they are dispersed to
CorkorDublin or Monaghan orTipperary orEngland ... one problem
solved-by decisive Government action!
On the subject of Prohibition Orders, Senior Council defending the
Minister for the Environment and the State in a recent Limerick case
said: "concerning the Local Government (Sanitary Service) Act, the
Government has done nothing under this Act, only approved the
Prohibition Order."

. Surely a Pontius Pilate approach if ever there was one!

GOVERNMENT POLICY
Whateverabout existing legislation and the courts, we would expect to
find the Government's heart in the right place, that they would not try
to sweep the difficulties travellers experience under the carpet. We
would expect something worthwhile in the 1984 Government Policy
Statement, which is still policy.
Under the heading Some Legal Aspects, the Government states:

"Where serviced sites are provided for travellers, local au­
thoritie~ will be encouraged to use the powers available to
them to prohibit camping or the erection or retention of

. temporary dwellings elsewhere. The authorities will also be
encouraged to clean up unauthorized camp sites and to make
full use oftheirpowers torequire occupiers to keep their land
free of litter, including vehicles and other disused articles."

That's not all there is to it..Section 2 states:
"TheDeparttnentofJustice has beenexamining the problem
ofwandering horses and legislative proposals in this respect
will~ fmalized as quickly as possible. In the meantime, the
new Road Traffic Bill increases the penalty for causing
obstruction to traffic on public roads."

Section 3 states: "
"Steps willbe taken to promote action by local authorities in

j .

laughs, when the Judge, even ifhe is in a sour mood, manages to milk
some fun out of the situation in front of him. Unfonunately, in some
Couns - not all, I emphasize - these moments of light relief are all too
often linked with travellers' cases. That is not to say that the decision
or sentence will be favourable to the traveller. Not so. But everyone
- well almost everyone - enjoys the 'craic' while the traveller's case is
being heard,
The Couns ofcourse can only, and indeed must, enforce the law.

LEGISLATION
A particular piece of legislation which is used cornmonly against
Travellers is theLocal Government (SanitaryServices) Act, 1948. A
local authority can, under this Act, apply for aProhibition Order which
must beapproved by theMinsterforthe Environmentbeforeitbecomes
law.

Tubbercurry, 1986
Sligo County Council applied in January 1986 to the Minister for the
Environment for a Prohibition Order under Section 31 of the Local
Government (Sanitary Services) Act, 1948. They wished "to prohibit
the erection or retention oftemporary dwellings on any land or water
in their sanitary district" because they were "of the opinion that such
erection or retention would be prejudicial to public health or the
amenities ofthe locality or would interfere to an unreasonable exte~t
with traffic."
The Prohibition Order they wanted was for Tubbercurry, where there
was some four or five travelling families who had lived in the town ail
or most of their lives. These families had already been moved on from
different places around the town. There was not and still is not any site
or facilities available to these travellers. .
On 25 October 1986, the Minister for the Environment approved the
Order - thus by a stroke of his pen rending it illegal for families to live
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laws is not sought."
On 20{7/84, the Government issued its policy statement in relation to
travelling people. In this statement the Government quoted approv­
ingly from!he Review Body Report that"the vastmajority ofTraveller
families wished to be accommodated in houses."
The Review Body had, in its turn, based this accommodating statement
on statistics supplied from the ESRI-supervised Census ofTraveIling
People in 1981. Theauthors oftheESRI Report which is, I would add,
in many .ways an excellent report, had also derived the same message
from their statistics. They said: "Our conclusion is that the vast
majority oftraveller families prefer standard housing."
So the Government drew up their policy, which they are still imple­
menting today, based on this conclusion which is in turn based on a
certain setofstatistics - thatover70% oftravellers wouldpreferahouse
of some kind.
It all seems perfectly reasonable and valid statistically until you ask the
simple and, some would think, obvious question: when the travellers
were askedto make theirchoiceofaccommodation, what was onoffer?
We are talking about 1,200 travelling families atthat time. There were
22parking bays available to those 1,200 families, in thr~e diffe:~nt
counties. The choice then for 98% of those 1,200 travelhng farmlies
was between a non-existent halt and a 'concrete' house; in a situation
where non-existent halts tended not to become a reality and where
travellers were harried 'from pillar to post'.
Perhaps you're beginning to understand by now the problem I encoun­
tered when I sat down to work out what Iwould say about the need for
reform of the law? You see, where does mie start?
Discrimination against travellers is so all-pervasive, so endemic to the
entire system, whether itjbe the: subtle, hidden discrimination which
pretends it is really action on their behalfor the crude, blatant discrimi­
nation they meet on the roadside or in shops.

;~,

designating casual trading areas and to secure effective
administration of the Casual Trading Act 1980. Enforce­
ment of the Act will be stepped up according as additional
trading areas are designated."

That is the action on some legal aspects proposed by the Government:
• enforce Prohibition Orders
• control animals
• curb trading
Had they ever heard of discrimination, we ask?
What about the aspects of the law which are oppressive to travellers
because of the differences in the travellers' way of life?
On another occasion, the then Minister for the Environment, speaking
at a press conference on reform of local government, proposed the
following reforms:

"Provision will be made for stanitory committees to facilitate
liaison between committees and Gardai in matters such as -
• traffic management, speed limits, parking;
• vandalism, crime prevention, dumping and litter control;
• casual trading, travelling people, control at large gatherings."

This statement does not betray much understanding or respect for his
fellow Irish citizens, the travelling people.
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TRAVELLERS' FRIENDS
A Government Review Body sat from 1981 to 1983 and contained
many representatives from the National Council for TravellingPeople.
The Review Body in 1983 spoke as follows:

"The desirability of having special legislation enacted to
outlaw discrimination against travellers as a minority
group was examinedby theReviewBody. It became appar­
ent from this examination that implementation of such
legislation would befraught with many difficulties, espe­
cially in the absence ofaprecise legal definition of 'travel­
·ler'. Accordingly, the enactment of anti-discrimination
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Racism

B.efore I finish thispartofmy paperI will give one more example ofthe
kind of thing travellers have to put up with is particularly topical.
Man About Town, writing in the Waterford Express (21n!'88) has
some things to say about travellers. One of his milder comments is as
follows:

"I am ofthe opinion that their ancestry is no different to what
they are today - a nuisance and a burden on the law-abiding
people of the State." .....

I am reluctant to repeat or give further circulation to another of his
comments:

"It's good to see that in spite ofthe bleeding hearts -mostof
whom are careful to remain remotefrom the actual contact
whichsomeofourmoreworthycitizenryhavetosufferatthe.
hands (not to mention some other Ulimentionable parts) of
the itinerants - something really positive has been done to·
prevent them despoiling the countryside at Kilbarry by
making the site they had chosenfor a campsite inaccessible
to them."

If ever there was an example of the kind of thing which should be
prevented by the Incitement to Hatred Act, surely this is it. Thank­
fully, travellers, after much lobbying, are specified in this Act which
was recently passed in the Oireachtais. I look forward with interest to
the implementation of the Act to instances as quoted above.

WITH FRIENDS LIKE THESE •••
The law lays down the rules which people must obey in society. The!'e
~les are basedon certain assumptions about how settled people should
hve and take no account ofpeople such as travellers and the homeless.
These are seen as a threat and treated as such - conform or take the
consequences.

However, in this enlightened age, some of us are beginning to realize
that there must be room for those who have their own approach. With
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modem communications the world is getting smaller, but we are also
realizing the importance and value of diversity. . .
Having said that, most of us share a certain approach to life and certaIn
values, whiclrmeans we also tend to accepttherules ofour society. This
can mean that, while trying very hard to assist a group such as the
travellers we, their friends, may in fact be unwittingly and uncon­
sciously carrying on the 'colonization' process, continuing to impose
our rules on them. We, their friends, may be carrying on a form of
discrimination against them far more damaging than any discrimina­
tion by the rest of society.
If we want to fight against discrimination, let us first of all look very
carefully at ourselves and what we are doing. .
Forexample, the CurriculumandExaminations Boardand theprevIous
Minister for Education set up a Syllabus Committee to put together a
new subject called Civic and Political Education to replace the now
discredited Civics taught at secondlevel. This subject, as it evolv~,
would have gone some way towards addressing problems such as baSIC
legal literacy, understanding the system, and dis~mination. Unfortu­
nately, the previous government dropped the subject when they took
office. This reflects a lack of commitment to enabling students to
understand and appreciate the nature of our society today.

JUSTICE· THE CHALLENGE
The 1987 Combat Poverty Agency Report contains the following
paragraphs:

"Almostall governmentpolicy has a bearing onpoverty, butsome
aspectsofeconomic andsocialplanning areparticularly relevant.
For example, the whole area of work and unemployment is
fundamental to the proqlem oftackling poverty. .,
Policy in regard to income maintenance is also ofcruclallmpor·
tance. Policy in relation to housing,physicalplanning, health and
education are other imponant aspects."

Surely there is somethingfundame~tal missing there. Where isjustice?
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Most of us have heard it stated that the law has nothing to do with
justice. While itwould be unfair to accept this completely, there is afair
deal of truth in it. The law, as a structure, as a system, has now become
of paramount importance. Precedent takes precedent over justice.
Just as medicine had, until recently, developed to a stage of narrow
specialization where the doctor or specialist lost sight of the body as a
whole in theirpreoccupation with one particular aspectofit, so also has

'. tile l;tw lo~tsight ofthe broaderpicture - ofjustice - in its preoccupation
with itself.

Ifyou are fighting a battle you try to conttol the conditions under which
you fight - that is the first step towards winning. Our problem is that
we are tending to accept unquestioningly the conditions under which
we must work for reform rather than examining critically those condi­
tions.

Is there much value to be got out offiddling with legislation when
anything you come up with is going to be submerged in the existing
morass of ineffectiveness anyway?

To sum up then, what does all this add up to? Start working for change
by looking searchingly at what is there already and how it is being
applied. Turn the spotlight on the justice of the legal system. Look for
reforming legislation by all means, but let's demand a greater objectiv­
ity, a higher standard ofprofessionalism, a commitment to real justice
from those who are supposed to uphold the law.
Let us look for reform at a deeper level, where it might begin to be
effective. Let us try to awaken the sensitivities of those concerned with
justice to the different social, economic or cultural backgrounds of
those who stand before them. Letus demand more creativity in the
cause of justice from those concerned with justice.
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