


 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of 
his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services… 

- Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If we recognise that housing is necessary for the creation of home in our society, we need to think 
seriously about all the constituent parts of our housing system.  I use the term system deliberately, for 
the term housing market can obscure the massive and necessary role played by the State through 
fiscal, monetary or other policy areas, in all the various parts of the system, from planning to the 
financing of construction, to the design and regulation of construction itself, and to the various 
mechanisms by which occupation of a home is financed, whether it is through rent or by home 
purchase. 

- President of Ireland, Michael D. Higgins, NUI Galway, 21 July 2018 
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FOREWORD - Fr. Peter McVerry 
  

This is a very comprehensive and well researched report into every 
aspect of homelessness in Carlow and serves as a model for other 
counties to follow.  Homelessness is an issue that is local, even 
though it exists within a national framework and policies, and 
information on homelessness at the local level is important in trying 
to respond to it. 

Homelessness is not an unfortunate but unavoidable consequence 
of the economic collapse and subsequent recession.  The 
responsibility for homelessness today lies with government policy 
over the past twenty years.  And government policy today maintains the high level of homelessness 
that exists and only a revised government policy can reduce it.   

While this country built 8,500 social houses in 1975, and 6,900 social houses in 1985, in 2015 we 
built 75.  The overriding failure of the government’s strategy to address homelessness, Rebuilding 
Ireland, has been the shift away from council housing to an ideological reliance on the private sector 
to provide social housing.  Indeed it redefines the meaning of “social housing” to not only mean 
“council housing” but to also include private rented housing using the Housing Assistance Payment 
(HAP).  Those housed under the HAP scheme are then deemed to be “socially housed” and struck off 
the social housing list.  Rebuilding Ireland envisages three out of every four homeless people, and 
three out of every four households on the social housing waiting lists, to exit homelessness and the 
social housing waiting list into the private rented sector.  Most of those becoming newly homeless 
are being evicted from the private rented sector, either because they cannot afford the escalating 
rents, or the landlord has decided to sell the house.  Today, the private rented sector is part of the 
problem, not the solution.  Despite spending €2 million of taxpayers’ money every day in subsidies to 
private landlords to house low income households, the problem continues to get worse.  Since 
Rebuilding Ireland was unveiled, over two years ago, the number of homeless individuals, families 
and children have reached new record levels every month.  Indeed, the biggest category of homeless 
children today are the age group 0-4.  And both the Taoiseach and the Minister have admitted that 
they have no idea when the numbers will start to decline.  

Rebuilding Ireland tries to control the narrative around homelessness and reshape public opinion.  
Although most households do not want to be housed in the private rented sector, as they have no 
security of tenure there, Rebuilding Ireland argues that the expansion of the private rented sector is 
critical to this country developing “a truly affordable, stable and sustainable housing sector” and 
refers to the private rented sector as “a key building block for a modern economy” and again, as 
insulation against “the macro-economic risks of an ever reliance on home ownership.”  It declares 
that “a key housing challenge” for Ireland is that of “changing attitudes such that the advantages of 
rental as a form of tenure are more widely recognised.” 

Although Ireland has signed up to several international treaties or covenants that refer to housing as 
a fundamental right, Rebuilding Ireland refuses to use the term “right”, instead referring to housing 
as a “requirement.”  The refusal to insert the “right to housing” into the constitution, despite the 
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constitutional convention requesting the government to do so, reflects the lack of importance or 
urgency of government to address the housing crisis.  

If we are to solve the homeless problem, in Carlow, or anywhere else, Rebuilding Ireland needs a 
total revision. 

This report emphasises that homelessness is not just rooflessness.  Many people are sofa-surfing, 
living in overcrowded houses, living in very poor quality, or overcrowded, private rented 
accommodation being offered by corrupt landlords.  Some have to choose between paying the rent 
and buying food, or are in serious mortgage arrears.  Others are still living with their parents because 
they cannot afford to move out.  All in all, I would guestimate that at least 500,000 people in Ireland 
are seriously stressed and distressed by their housing situation, or lack of it.  

The report also, worryingly but not surprisingly, finds a lack of any sense of urgency in addressing the 
homeless/housing crisis in some decision-makers and people in positions of influence.   It identifies a 
level of denial amongst some stakeholders, who believe that homelessness is a Dublin problem, a 
disturbing level of prejudice towards those who present as homeless, and a failure to understand 
the multi-faceted nature of the problem.   

It is that multi-faceted nature of homelessness that the report emphasises.  Addiction, mental 
health, literacy problems and the need for family supports may all impact on a person’s 
homelessness.  It believes that greater coordination between services, and more flexibility and 
person-centred approach within services, would provide a more holistic service. 

The report recognises the additional pressures on accommodation that comes with two third-level 
institutions in the county, which Carlow is proud of, and identifies the need for emergency 
accommodation for women and children as well as a domestic violence refuge.  It is scandalous that 
women and children are often forced to continue living in a violent home because they have 
nowhere else to go.   

Overall, the report is very complimentary of the vital work of the various housing charities, family 
resource centres and other bodies, who, despite funding cuts and increased demand, have enhanced 
the lives of many families and prevented others from descending into chaos.  This report is relevant 
to everyone concerned with Carlow’s housing crisis, and should be required reading for all decision-
makers. 
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FOREWORD  - Frack Corcoran - Chairperson of CCDP    
 

Ireland has witnessed significant social change in the last twenty years. 
Some of the changes have been positive, but we are also noticing growing 
obstacles as we seek to develop a just and fair society for all. And one of 
the most significant of these challenges facing us is that of homelessness, 
and it is increasingly being felt here in Carlow. 

Homelessness is not a lifestyle choice. As this report shows, it arises out of 
a wide range of issues including relationship breakdown, substance misuse, 
mental health issues, childhood trauma and from structural issues like lack of affordable housing, 
unemployment, and inadequate mental health services. Everyone without a house has a personal 
story, one of experiences that have a profound effect on them as well as on his or her family, friends 
and communities.  This is particularly true when referring to women and children. 

In order to respond to this growing social issue, detailed information is required, to inform and guide 
the work of all agencies, community groups and voluntary associations who are active in this sector. 
It is only by reference to reliable data that an effective response can be put together.  

It is to respond to this need that Carlow County Development Partnership CLG identified the need to 
commission research, to bring together, for the first-time, data exclusively focused on Carlow.  The 
mission of Carlow County Development Partnership is to promote the development of a society in 
Carlow which is inclusive of all, based on an understanding of human rights and which listens to the 
needs of the most vulnerable, whether they are older persons, have a disability or are experiencing 
homelessness.  It is convinced of the need to produce research which supports the work of agencies 
in the county in the areas of community development and social inclusion.  We are very proud of 
this contribution to the work of all the dedicated individuals in the statutory, community and 
voluntary sector who work tirelessly every day to respond to the needs of the most vulnerable in our 
county.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Homelessness is perhaps the greatest social challenge in contemporary Ireland, leading the Dáil to 
pass a motion on October 4, 2018, to declare housing and homelessness a national emergency.  The 
motion, following a demonstration by over 10,000 people, and brought by Solidarity – People before 
Profit, called on Government to declare this emergency, and to increase the supply of affordable and 
sustainable homes.  On September 26, the Irish Times published an open letter from several 
academics, researchers and experts in the area of housing, economics, social policy and human rights.  
The letter outlined their profound concerns regarding housing policy in Ireland, and stated that,  

“the current crisis is the manifestation of deep structural problems in housing policy and 
the philosophy that underpins it. Unless there is a radical change, we believe the crisis will 
simply deepen and worsen”.   

The authors outlined how Ireland’s current housing crisis is having far-reaching economic and social 
consequences, and they put forward a series of recommendations, based on a human rights approach 
to housing.  Their advocacy of a rights-based approach tallies with an emerging analysis of housing in 
Ireland that recognises the need to get beyond simply dealing with supply and demand.  The Chief 
Commissioner of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, Emily Logan writes, “the right to 
housing is articulated most comprehensively in Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights.  Aspects of the right to housing are also set out in a range of international 
instruments, including EU law” (2018: 1).  Article 31 of the European Social Charter specifically 
addresses housing; it states, “everyone has the right to housing”.  The signatory countries (including 
Ireland) have to ensure ‘the effective exercise of the right to housing’ and must; take measures 
designed: (1) to promote access to housing of an adequate standard; (2) to prevent and reduce 
homelessness with a view to its gradual elimination; and (3) to make the price of housing accessible 
to those without adequate resources’. 
 
The growing realisation that Ireland is in the midst of a housing and homelessness crisis and the 
emerging recognition that comprehensive and radical interventions are required that go beyond 
simply ‘building houses’ or ‘stimulating supply’ pose significant challenges for policy makers, service 
providers, communities and citizens.  Stakeholders are obliged to work in new ways and to engage 
more effectively with one another, especially with those who are most directly affected by 
homelessness.  In addressing the issues and in promoting solutions, stakeholders have to overcome 
several myths and misnomers and to redress policy failings that go back over several decades.  
O’Sullivan (2016: 19) records that “the number of families entering homelessness for the first time 
ever increased in Dublin each month from an average of 15 a month in 2013 to an average of 32 in 
2014 and of 62 in 2015. By the third quarter of 2016, the average per month had increased to 78 new 
families”.  These trends are replicated in other urban areas across Ireland, albeit on a smaller scale.  
Statistics released by the Dublin Region Homeless Executive and Social Justice Ireland testify to an  
overall increase in the number of homeless persons, and in particular the growing number of child 
dependents in emergency accommodation1.   

 
                                                             
1 The Dublin Region Homeless Executive produces monthly infographics.  These are available at: 
https://www.homelessdublin.ie/info/figures.  Social Justice Ireland produces a periodic social monitor.  This is available at: 
https://www.socialjustice.ie/sites/default/files/attach/publication/5477/2018-08-31nsm-housingandhomelessness.pdf?cs=true 
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https://www.socialjustice.ie/sites/default/files/attach/publication/5477/2018-08-31nsm-housingandhomelessness.pdf?cs=true 
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1.1  Rationale for this Research  
 
In order to respond effectively to Ireland’s growing housing and homelessness crisis, and how it 
manifests in County Carlow, it is essential that policy makers and service providers listen to the 
experiences and needs of those affected by homelessness, reflect on their characteristics and that 
they acquire and develop the tools necessary to engage with them collaboratively and with increased 
effectiveness.  “Up to the 1980s, homelessness was of little official concern… [and] was primarily 
understood as a personal condition: homeless people were seen as drop-outs, vagrants, tramps, anti-
social people, for the most part unwanted elderly men” (Dukelow and Considine, 2017: 285).  Over 
more recent decades, the predominant policy approaches to housing and homelessness in Ireland 
have focused on ‘the housing market’ - although that waned very considerably in the 2000s - and on 
the provision of temporary and emergency accommodation (O’Toole, 2011; 2018; Hearne et al., 
2014).  Policy tended to be reactive and ‘light-touch’, rather than interventionist or purposeful, and 
was more concerned with physical infrastructure than with building communities or addressing social 
concerns.  Indeed, the State tended to offload its responsibilities for social development on to an 
under-funded and highly-regulated community and voluntary sector.  Meanwhile, research 
undertaken by voluntary agencies and by universities has consistently shown that homelessness is a 
structural problem affecting both men and women, and people of all ages, including children 
(Bartley and Kitchin, 2007; O’Sullivan, 2008; 2012; 2016; Curry, 2011; Dukelow and Considine, 2017; 
Social Justice Ireland, 2018).  In 2016, the United Nations examined Ireland’s record on children’s 
rights, including the right to an adequate standard of living.  This review expressed deep concern 
regarding children affected by homelessness and those who face long delays in accessing social 
housing.  It recommended that Ireland “undertake measures to increase the availability of social 
housing and emergency housing support.  In doing so, the State party should ensure that the housing 
and support provided through those measures are appropriate to the needs of the children affected 
and subject to adequate safeguards, reviews and evaluations” (2016: paragraph 62).  These 
observations underscore the importance of dedicated research on homelessness as it affects children 
and families – not least in establishing the baselines and indicators in monitoring Ireland’s progress in 
delivering on our UN commitments and obligations. 
 
Thus, in commissioning this research, Carlow County Development Partnership wishes to respond to 
a significant, extensive and multi-faceted issue that affects County Carlow and contribute to solutions 
in response to it. Carlow County Development Partnership has in various forms, been active in 
community-led local development since the early 2000s, and has considerable expertise in working 
with, and empowering community and voluntary groups, households and entrepreneurs.  It has a 
specific remit in rural development, and is the current implementing partner for LEADER, through the 
LCDC, having previously been the LAG (Local Action Group) for Carlow.  Through a series of local 
development and social inclusion initiatives, the Partnership has enabled large numbers of individuals 
to overcome social exclusion barriers, acquire new skills and abilities and to access education, training 
and employment.  As well as delivering various programmes and initiatives, Carlow County 
Development Partnership is charged with brokering resources and advocating on behalf of County 
Carlow in the areas of social inclusion, rural development and labour market activation.  This includes, 
inter alia, identifying and highlighting issues that may not be fully or adequately addressed by public 
policy.  Through this research, Carlow County Development Partnership is seeking to consult, inform, 
empower and facilitate those who have a housing-related role and / or responsibility, and to give 
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voice to those who are, or have been, affected by homelessness.  The Partnership is also 
endeavouring to address some of the research gaps that exist, increasing the evidence base on which 
it, and other organisations, can respond more effectively to challenges and opportunities and to ask 
pertinent questions in respect of homelessness in Carlow Town and County - to assess what is working 
well, what needs to be improved and how things may be done differently 
 
In particular, it wished to focus attention on how the issue affects women and children in County 
Carlow.  Despite the increased media coverage of homelessness (O’Toole, 2018) and its growing 
effects on families, research on its impact on women has been sporadic.  Bretherton (2017) contends 
that there is a need to “cease a longstanding focus on the streets, homelessness services and 
(predominantly) male experience, and to look instead at the more nuanced interrelationships 
between gender and agency to fully understand the nature of homelessness in Europe” (2017: 13).  
Similarly, Mayock et al., note that “when chronic homelessness is discussed, gender tends not to be 
at the forefront of analytic attention, and gains only cursory attention in many studies” (2015: 4).  In 
order to address these deficits, the Simon Community commissioned research in 2015, which provides 
informative insights into the lives of women who have experienced homelessness. This highlights 
many of the traumas, stresses and forms of marginalisation associated with homelessness, and points 
to the need for “gender-sensitive strategies and approaches to ensuring that women move to stable 
housing at the earliest possible juncture” (Mayock et al., 2015b: 56). 
 
This research report represents a contribution to enabling stakeholders in Carlow, and those with 
whom they engage to take stock of the issues affecting women and children, who have experience of 
homelessness.  Its aims are to: 

 To identify the needs of the defined demographic; 
 To carry out and in-depth review of service responses and gaps; and 
 To deliver recommendations to address gaps and enhance services. 

  
The report seeks to: 

 enable more informed decision-making; 
 undertake an analysis of needs, trends, issues and solutions; 
 act as a conduit through which women and families have an increased say about issues, 

needs and services; 
 provide an objective assessment of what is working well and what may need to be done 

differently; 
 promote greater visibility of the issues – within the County and with potential funders and 

policy makers; and 
 put forward a set of recommendations and pointers. 

 
The report begins (in Section Two) by outlining the data collection methodologies.  These were mainly 
qualitative and based on a series of interviews with homeless persons (as service users) and service 
providers – comprising a range of statutory and non-statutory bodies whose work impacts on the lives 
of persons affected by homelessness.  Section Three looks at housing and homelessness in Carlow 
Town and County, and at how issues locally compare with those in the rest of Ireland.  The results of 
the primary data collection are presented in Section Four.  The fieldwork generated wide-ranging 
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narratives and analysis, and provide for reflection on what is working well locally and what ought to 
be done differently.  The final section of the report draws on the primary data and on pre-existing 
research in offering pointers and recommendations. 
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2. Methodology 
 

This research report seeks to provide an objective and constructive assessment of issues that affect 
homeless women and families in County Carlow and the services available to them.  Therefore, the 
research differs from evaluations or reviews that are based on assessment indicators.  Indeed, the 
research should be seen as part of a wider development process that seeks to give greater voice to 
service users and service providers.  The research output is largely qualitative, and is based on a series 
of one-to-one and group interviews that were conducted with those who provide services and those 
who have been directly and indirectly affected by homelessness.   
 
In line with the research aim and objectives agreed with the Steering Group composed of Carlow 
County Development Partnership and the Housing Section of Carlow County Council, the methodology 
focused on enabling women and children who have been affected by homelessness to articulate 
their experiences, views and recommendations.  As the following section of the report shows, these 
reflect many of the issues captured in other studies.  In addition, however, they also reveal particular 
features of homelessness as experienced in Carlow.  The research lens was broadened to incorporate 
the perspectives of service providers from statutory and non-statutory bodies.  Allen (2016: 160) 
states, “a constructive and critical dialogue with the front-line staff and service users can lead us to 
ask the right, timely questions. If we get this right, while standing well enough back to give ourselves 
the wider perspective, research and learning can contribute to the effective elimination of persistent 
homelessness as a social phenomenon” 
 
The Carlow Homeless Action Team (HAT) acted as the initial sounding board and guide for the 
research.  Indeed, the HAT Chair provided valuable pointers and contact details from the outset, and 
supported the data collection throughout.  The HAT plays an important role in enhancing service 
provision.  It was established in 2006, as a representative group of agencies and NGOs.  The Team 
meets on a fortnightly basis to assess and review each client of the homelessness-related services.  
Individual needs of clients are monitored, and the HAT members and organisations with which they 
work strive to promote a seamless transition for each person on the journey to secure and 
independent living. 
 
All organisations with representation on the HAT participated in the research, as did others who are 
involved in the provision of services to women and families affected by homelessness.  The research 
participants included women affected by homelessness and the following organisations / service 
providers: 

 Amber Refuge; 
 Ardú Addiction Services; 
 Bagenalstown FRC; 
 Carlow County Council (elected members and staff); 
 Carlow County Development Partnership; 
 Carlow Women’s Aid; 
 Carlow Youth Services; 
 Focus Ireland; 
 Forward Steps FRC, Tullow; 
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 Gardaí; 
 HSE; 
 Lá Nua Special Community Employment Scheme; 
 Members of the Oireachtas; 
 Mental Health Services; 
 Monastery Hostel; 
 Probation Service; 
 Rape Crisis Centre; 
 Respond; 
 St Catherine’s Community Services Centre; 
 St Claire’s Kitchen; 
 St Vincent de Paul; and 
 Tusla. 

 
The research focused mainly on qualitative data, and all interviewees were presented with the 
following set of questions: 
Core Questions for Research Participants/ Key Informants 
1. What are the particular issues and challenges faced by women and families who are affected by 

homelessness? (Note: this includes those who are homeless, those who have been homeless and 
those at risk of homelessness). 

a. In respect of these issues, what changes / developments (in every sense) have you 
observed or experienced over recent years? 

2. How accurate are the data on homelessness?  What other aspects of homelessness ought to be 
recorded / documented / highlighted? 

3. How would you assess the services provided to women and families? 
a. What is working well? 
b. How can we enhance and build on what is working well? 
c. What is the level of collaboration among service providers? 
d. How do service users shape or influence the services? 

4. What are the main challenges associated with the services? 
a. What needs to be done differently? 
b. What aspects of the services are most in need of change / reform? 

5. What improvements would you like to see?  
6. What resources are required to make these improvements a reality? 
7. Where can we potentially secure such resources?  
 
In addition to addressing these questions, interviewees were invited to review aspects of their own 
services and specialisms.  Most interviews were conducted between July and September 2018, and 
the researcher also made an interim presentation of the findings to Carlow County Development 
Partnership in August.  
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3.  Carlow in Context 
 

This section provides a brief overview of housing policy in Ireland and the factors that have led to the 
current housing crisis.  It refers to the policies that have been pursued and the mechanisms that are 
currently in place to subsidise housing costs.  This section also looks at how homelessness is defined, 
and it notes the importance of a holistic definition that extends beyond rough sleepers and those who 
are in emergency accommodation.  Service providers in Carlow, including the local authority, already 
apply a holistic definition of homelessness, and they endeavour to respond to the needs of those 
who may be at risk of becoming homeless.  This section presents an outline profile of homeless 
persons in County Carlow, and it quantifies some of the supports that are in place, as well as recent 
outputs in respect of social housing. 
 
 

3.1  Housing in Ireland 

 
Although Ireland has a higher proportion of owner-occupied homes than is the case in other EU 
member states, the situation here has changed considerably over recent decades (Curry, 2011; 
Dukelow and Considine, 2017).  The proportion of households in the private rented sector grew from 
ten per cent in 2006 to nineteen per cent in 2016 (CSO, 2017).  Social housing schemes represented 
an important component of Irish public policy from the 1930s to the 1960s.  However, the State also 
facilitated tenant purchase schemes, such that by the 1970s, the rate of tenant purchase began to 
exceed the rate at which new housing stock was being built (Fahey and Maître, 2004).  Consequently, 
social housing has fallen from eighteen per cent of total housing stock, in 1961, to just nine percent in 
2016.  These trends are evident in County Carlow (as across the State), as the following table shows: 

 

TABLE 3.1: HOUSING IN CARLOW AND IRELAND BY NATURE OF OCCUPANCY, 1991 - 2016 

 
Data source: Central Statistics Office 
 
The ten years to 2009 were characterised by frenzy and upward pressures in the housing market 
(Hearne et al., 2014).  An unsustainable economic boom, fuelled by low interest rates and neo-liberal 
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economic policies, propelled property prices upwards.  As prices were rising, individuals and families 
felt a compulsion – added to by social pressures – to ‘get on the property ladder.’  Many overextended 
themselves, such that when the financial crisis and economic crash came, and unemployment rose 
and incomes fell, they found themselves unable to meet mortgage repayments.  Consequently, the 
number of households in mortgage arears swelled and the proportion of households experiencing 
difficulties meeting housing costs increased (Curry, 2011; Whelan et al., 2016; Maître and Nolan, 
2016).  Thus, there has been a notable increase in the number of persons presenting as homeless, 
who, throughout their lives, had little experience of, or cause to engage with social services, and who 
now find themselves among the so-called ‘new poor’.  As the following table shows, rents across 
Carlow were almost as high in 2017 as they were at the peak of the ‘boom’ in 2008. 
 

TABLE 3.2: RTB AVERAGE MONTHLY RENT REPORT (EURO) IN CARLOW, 2008 - 2017 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
Co. Carlow €730 €685 €635 €611 €606 €591 €594 €620 €640 €676 
Carlow Town €746 €685 €647 €619 €626 €600 €606 €641 €644 €678 
Graiguecullen €761 €707 €646 €611 €591 €586 €584 €597 €631 €677 
Tullow €720 €658 €601 €575 €559 €555 €555 €574 €605 €637 

 
While rents have crept up over recent years, average hourly earnings were lower in 2017 than in 2008 
(Trading Economics, 20182).  Consequently, the financial burden on renting households has increased. 
 
The following graph shows the number of house completions in County Carlow between 1970 and 
2016.  Completion levels over the past five years are at their lowest since the early 1970s, and the 
proportion devoted to social housing has contracted over time, with the exception of 2007 / 2008. 
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Data source: Central Statistics Office 
 
The situation in Carlow is reflective of the national pattern, as the following graph illustrates.  This 
shows the spike in house completions during the 2000s, followed by a steep decline.  The data also 
reveal the overall reduction in social housing as a proportion of the total housing stock in Ireland. 
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economic policies, propelled property prices upwards.  As prices were rising, individuals and families 
felt a compulsion – added to by social pressures – to ‘get on the property ladder.’  Many overextended 
themselves, such that when the financial crisis and economic crash came, and unemployment rose 
and incomes fell, they found themselves unable to meet mortgage repayments.  Consequently, the 
number of households in mortgage arears swelled and the proportion of households experiencing 
difficulties meeting housing costs increased (Curry, 2011; Whelan et al., 2016; Maître and Nolan, 
2016).  Thus, there has been a notable increase in the number of persons presenting as homeless, 
who, throughout their lives, had little experience of, or cause to engage with social services, and who 
now find themselves among the so-called ‘new poor’.  As the following table shows, rents across 
Carlow were almost as high in 2017 as they were at the peak of the ‘boom’ in 2008. 
 

TABLE 3.2: RTB AVERAGE MONTHLY RENT REPORT (EURO) IN CARLOW, 2008 - 2017 

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
Co. Carlow €730 €685 €635 €611 €606 €591 €594 €620 €640 €676 
Carlow Town €746 €685 €647 €619 €626 €600 €606 €641 €644 €678 
Graiguecullen €761 €707 €646 €611 €591 €586 €584 €597 €631 €677 
Tullow €720 €658 €601 €575 €559 €555 €555 €574 €605 €637 
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(Trading Economics, 20182).  Consequently, the financial burden on renting households has increased. 
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Data source: Central Statistics Office 
 
The situation in Carlow is reflective of the national pattern, as the following graph illustrates.  This 
shows the spike in house completions during the 2000s, followed by a steep decline.  The data also 
reveal the overall reduction in social housing as a proportion of the total housing stock in Ireland. 
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supply of social housing and the fallout and legacies from the early 2000s influence and shape the 
experiences of people across the country, and are among the factors driving homelessness.  In 
addition, social housing in Ireland is associated with concentrations of deprivation and social exclusion 
(Haase and Pratschke, 2017), and Hearne et al., (2014: 60) point out that “much of the social housing 
that the State has retained is generally acknowledged to be in poor condition”.  In many respects, 
public policy and the current practices of agencies are playing catch-up reality, due to decades of 
neglect, market failures and the socio-psychological challenges posed by homelessness, and there is 
often a disconnect between the centre and the local.  The government’s strategy Rebuilding Ireland 
commits to a social housing building programme.  In addition, the State provides a number of 
payments to enable persons to meet mortgage and rent payments. 
 
Rent Supplement (RS) 
The RS is the longest established of the various schemes.  It operates on the basis of a means-tested 
payment provided by the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection for low-income 
tenants in private rented accommodation.  To be eligible for RS, the recipient’s rent must be below a 
certain level, and the adults in the household must work less than thirty hours per week.  In general, 
payments are made directly to the tenant, rather than to the landlord. 
 
The Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS) and the Housing Assistance Payment (HAP)  
The RAS and HAP are payments provided by local authorities for people with long-term housing needs. 
Unlike recipients of Rent Supplement, people in receipt of HAP and RAS are not subject to a 30-hour 
limit on their workload, and payments are not made to the tenant, but directly to the landlord with 
the tenant paying the local authority a contribution.  The main difference between the RAS and the 
HAP is that under HAP, the role the tenant plays in securing accommodation is greater and the local 
authority is not involved in the tenancy.   
 
The government has also established a number of rent pressure zones Rent Pressure Zones are 
designated areas where rent can only be increased by <4% per year.  These are mainly in the Greater 
Dublin Area and around other large urban centres.  There is none in Carlow3. 
 
Mortgage Income Supplement (MIS) and Abhaile 
The MIS is an equivalent allowance for owner-occupiers. It is paid on a short-term basis, by the 
Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, to people who are struggling to meet their 
mortgage repayments. Like in RS, the household must work less than thirty hours per week, and must 
pay a contribution to the mortgage interest.  The MIS was closed to new entrants in 2014, and was 
wound down completely at the beginning of 2018.  In the meantime, the State has established a 
service to help homeowners find a resolution to their home mortgage arrears. Known as Abhaile, it 
provides vouchers for free financial and legal advice.  The service operates through the Money Advice 
and Budgeting Service (MABS). 
 
 
Voluntary Housing Associations and Support Organisations 

                                                             
3 The locations of Rent Pressure Zones can be viewed on the website of The Residential Tenancies Board:  
https://onestopshop.rtb.ie/during-a-tenancy/rent-review-in-a-rent-pressure-zone-rpz/where-are-rent-pressure-zones/ 
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In addition to the schemes outlined above, the State provides capital support to local authorities and 
to voluntary housing associations to construct social housing and to manage housing schemes.   There 
are approximately six-hundred housing associations in Ireland, most of which are community based.  
Among the larger national housing associations with a presence in County Carlow are Respond!, Clúid 
and Tinteán.  The State also provides funding (on the basis of competitive tenders) to support 
organisations, including Focus Ireland and the Peter McVerry Trust.  These charitable organisations 
work with individuals, households and groups who are, or who may be affected by homelessness.  The 
Peter McVerry Trust, is an approved housing body and a specialist provider of social housing and 
housing supports. It also provides residential homeless accommodation to individuals, couples and 
families.  Services are delivered under Supported Temporary Accommodation (STA), Temporary 
Emergency Accommodation (TEA) and Emergency Accommodation (EA) models. Cold weather 
provision is made available on a seasonal basis.  The Trust’s drug treatment services include a drug 
stabilisation and recovery service, a residential community detox service and residential drug-free 
aftercare accommodation service. It also has four services that offer support and accommodation for 
homeless children aged between 12 and 18 years4.  Focus Ireland operates similar services, and its 
team in the South East Region covers County Carlow.  
 
Policy Analysis 
While there has been an increase in the building of social and affordable homes – by local authorities 
and by voluntary housing bodies – over the past two years, most commentators are critical of the Irish 
State’s over-reliance on the private sector to provide housing (Dorling, 2014; O’Toole, 2018; Social 
Justice Ireland, 2018).  Hearne (2017: 93) concludes that, “the rising numbers of homeless families, 
those in mortgage arrears and others affected by worsening housing affordability and insecurity are 
the inevitable collateral damage of a very specific government policy”.  There has also been much 
criticism of the State’s approach to the provision of emergency accommodation; the use of hotels and 
B&Bs has been described as unsustainable – economically and socially (Barnardos, 2018; Social Justice 
Ireland, 2018).  Carlow has also had experience of the State’s system of ‘direct provision’, whereby 
those seeking asylum or refugee status in Ireland can be held indefinitely in special-purpose 
accommodation, the features of which have been severely criticised.  The United Nations (2015) 
reported that direct provision has a negative impact on asylum seekers’ right to family life, their 
mental health and their children’s best interests.  The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights also expressed concerned at the restrictions asylum seekers face in accessing employment, 
social security benefits, health-care services and education. 

 
  

                                                             
4 Information about Focus Ireland and the Peter McVerry Trust is available on their websites: 
https://www.focusireland.ie/about-us/ and https://www.pmvtrust.ie/ 
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3.2  The Homeless Population in Ireland and in Carlow 
 
Under Irish law (Housing Act, 1988), a person is defined as homeless if:  

(a) there is no accommodation available which, in the opinion of the authority, he, together with 
any other person who normally resides with him or who might reasonably be expected to 
reside with him, can reasonably occupy or remain in occupation of, or 

(b) he is living in a hospital, county home, night shelter or other such institution, and is so living 
because he has no accommodation of the kind referred to in paragraph (a), and 

(c) He is, in the opinion of the authority, unable to provide accommodation from his own 
resources. 

 
It is widely acknowledged that enumerating homeless persons is challenging, as the nature and scale 
of issues are constantly changing.  Indeed, many social service providers have suggested that official 
figures are underestimating the scale of the problem (Focus Ireland, 2018).  The Central Statistics 
Office notes that between the 2011 and 2016 Censuses of Population, “the nature and extent of 
homelessness has changed…, not only in scale but also regarding the type of accommodation being 
used… and this posed particular challenges for enumeration” (CSO, 2017: 1).  Census 2016 recorded 
6,906 persons sleeping rough or in Private Emergency Accommodation (PEA).  Of these, 2,888 (42%) 
were female.  In geographical terms, Dublin accounts for the majority of homeless persons, while in 
the South-East Region5, the CSO recorded 323 homeless persons, of whom 203 were male and 120 
were female.  The 2016 Census of Population returns also show that the homeless population tends 
to be younger than the general population.  The following graphs presents an age profile of the 
homeless population, as recorded in Census 2016. 
 

FIGURE 3.3: AGE PROFILE OF HOMELESS PERSONS, BY GENDER, IN IRELAND, 2016 

 
 
As this graph shows, there are 1,694 children (aged 0 to 14) recorded as homeless.  These account for 
one-quarter (25%) of homeless persons. 
 
The census returns also show that homeless persons are more likely to be separated / divorced than 
are other adults.  Among those who were ever married or in a civil partnership, a majority (54%) are 
either separated or divorced, 39% are married or re-married and 7% are widowed.  Among the family 

                                                             
5 The region includes the counties of Carlow, Kilkenny, Tipperary, Waterford and Wexford. 
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units enumerated as homeless, the majority (68%) are headed by a lone parent – almost all (96%) of 
whom are female.  Homeless persons are also more likely to be unemployed.  At a time when the 
national unemployment rate stood at 13% (Census of Population, 2016), the equivalent rate among 
homeless persons was 69%; this figure was higher among homeless persons with a partner and/ or 
children than among single homeless persons. The proportion of homeless persons with a disability 
was recorded as being three-times above the national average.  Educational attainment levels are 
lower among homeless persons.  The census returns show that persons from Africa are also more 
likely to be homeless, than are persons from other geographies.  According to the census, homeless 
persons are also more likely to suffer from poor health.  In response to the census question on self-
declared health status, 87% of the general population described their health as ‘very good’ or ‘good’, 
while among homeless persons, the corresponding figure was 62%.   
 
The profile of homeless persons provided by the 2016 Census of Population is only available at national 
level.  Yet, it provides useful contextual data for service providers and decision-makers in Carlow, and 
it complements the largely qualitative data presented in this report.  Moreover, the CSO data reveal 
some of the issues faced by homeless persons including ill-health, unemployment and family / 
relationship breakdown.  These show that homelessness is more than an infrastructural issue; it also 
relates to social and emotional wellbeing, and it has clear economic dimensions.  Research 
commissioned by the Irish Human Rights Commission and the ESRI (Grotti et al., 2018) draws particular 
attention to how homelessness and discrimination in respect of housing affect particular population 
cohorts.  This finds that “lone parents experience higher levels of discrimination in access to housing, 
housing deprivation and environmental deprivation. The latter finding is due to their concentration in 
Local Authority housing” (2018: ix).  In addition, the researchers conclude that “members of the 
Travelling Community are the most at risk of being homeless – while they represent less than 1 
percent of the Irish population they make up 9 percent of the homeless population” (ibid.).  The mid-
term review of Carlow County Council’s Traveller Accommodation programme presents a series of 
recommendations aimed at: reducing overcrowding; working with those who move / return to the 
county; exploring options for single-instance accommodation; and and working with tenants in group 
schemes.  
 
The CSO’s approach to enumerating homeless persons was informed by consultations with relevant 
agencies6.  This methodology involved classifying people as homeless on the basis of where they spent 
Census Night, as opposed to some element of self-identification, such as responding to a specific 
question on the census form.  This involved counts of rough sleepers and persons in PEA, but it did 
not include persons in long-term accommodation7 (LTA).  Therefore, the Census of Population data 
only relate to persons in operational categories 1, 2, 3 and 4 in the following table: 

 

 

                                                             
6 Consultees included: Focus Ireland, Simon Communities of Ireland, St Vincent De Paul, DePaul Ireland, Peter McVerry Trust, National 
Institute for Regional and Spatial Analysis (NIRSA, NUI Maynooth), Cork City Council, Westmeath County Council, Sophia, School of Social 
Work and Social Policy, Trinity College, Dublin Region Homeless Executive, and the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government. 
7 According to the CSO, The rationale behind this decision was that although these long-term residents may require a certain level of support, 
they are for the most part considered tenants (although some have license arrangements) and therefore should not be included in the 
homeless population count. This differed from 2011 when this group was included in the main result. 
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to be younger than the general population.  The following graphs presents an age profile of the 
homeless population, as recorded in Census 2016. 
 

FIGURE 3.3: AGE PROFILE OF HOMELESS PERSONS, BY GENDER, IN IRELAND, 2016 

 
 
As this graph shows, there are 1,694 children (aged 0 to 14) recorded as homeless.  These account for 
one-quarter (25%) of homeless persons. 
 
The census returns also show that homeless persons are more likely to be separated / divorced than 
are other adults.  Among those who were ever married or in a civil partnership, a majority (54%) are 
either separated or divorced, 39% are married or re-married and 7% are widowed.  Among the family 

                                                             
5 The region includes the counties of Carlow, Kilkenny, Tipperary, Waterford and Wexford. 
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units enumerated as homeless, the majority (68%) are headed by a lone parent – almost all (96%) of 
whom are female.  Homeless persons are also more likely to be unemployed.  At a time when the 
national unemployment rate stood at 13% (Census of Population, 2016), the equivalent rate among 
homeless persons was 69%; this figure was higher among homeless persons with a partner and/ or 
children than among single homeless persons. The proportion of homeless persons with a disability 
was recorded as being three-times above the national average.  Educational attainment levels are 
lower among homeless persons.  The census returns show that persons from Africa are also more 
likely to be homeless, than are persons from other geographies.  According to the census, homeless 
persons are also more likely to suffer from poor health.  In response to the census question on self-
declared health status, 87% of the general population described their health as ‘very good’ or ‘good’, 
while among homeless persons, the corresponding figure was 62%.   
 
The profile of homeless persons provided by the 2016 Census of Population is only available at national 
level.  Yet, it provides useful contextual data for service providers and decision-makers in Carlow, and 
it complements the largely qualitative data presented in this report.  Moreover, the CSO data reveal 
some of the issues faced by homeless persons including ill-health, unemployment and family / 
relationship breakdown.  These show that homelessness is more than an infrastructural issue; it also 
relates to social and emotional wellbeing, and it has clear economic dimensions.  Research 
commissioned by the Irish Human Rights Commission and the ESRI (Grotti et al., 2018) draws particular 
attention to how homelessness and discrimination in respect of housing affect particular population 
cohorts.  This finds that “lone parents experience higher levels of discrimination in access to housing, 
housing deprivation and environmental deprivation. The latter finding is due to their concentration in 
Local Authority housing” (2018: ix).  In addition, the researchers conclude that “members of the 
Travelling Community are the most at risk of being homeless – while they represent less than 1 
percent of the Irish population they make up 9 percent of the homeless population” (ibid.).  The mid-
term review of Carlow County Council’s Traveller Accommodation programme presents a series of 
recommendations aimed at: reducing overcrowding; working with those who move / return to the 
county; exploring options for single-instance accommodation; and and working with tenants in group 
schemes.  
 
The CSO’s approach to enumerating homeless persons was informed by consultations with relevant 
agencies6.  This methodology involved classifying people as homeless on the basis of where they spent 
Census Night, as opposed to some element of self-identification, such as responding to a specific 
question on the census form.  This involved counts of rough sleepers and persons in PEA, but it did 
not include persons in long-term accommodation7 (LTA).  Therefore, the Census of Population data 
only relate to persons in operational categories 1, 2, 3 and 4 in the following table: 

 

 

                                                             
6 Consultees included: Focus Ireland, Simon Communities of Ireland, St Vincent De Paul, DePaul Ireland, Peter McVerry Trust, National 
Institute for Regional and Spatial Analysis (NIRSA, NUI Maynooth), Cork City Council, Westmeath County Council, Sophia, School of Social 
Work and Social Policy, Trinity College, Dublin Region Homeless Executive, and the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government. 
7 According to the CSO, The rationale behind this decision was that although these long-term residents may require a certain level of support, 
they are for the most part considered tenants (although some have license arrangements) and therefore should not be included in the 
homeless population count. This differed from 2011 when this group was included in the main result. 
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TABLE 3.3: EUROPEAN DESCRIPTIVE TYPOLOGY OF HOMELESSNESS (ETHOS) 

Conceptual 
category 

Operational  category Living Situation 

Roofless 1  People living rough 1.1  Public space or external space 
2  People in emergency accommodation 2.1  Night shelter 

Houseless 

3  People in accommodation for the 
homeless  
  

3.1  Homeless hostel 
3.2  Temporary accommodation 
3.3  Transitional and supported accommodation 

4  People in Women’s Shelters  4.1  Women’s shelter accommodation 
5  People in accommodation for 
immigrants  

5.1  Temporary accommodation and reception centres 
5.2  Migrant workers accommodation 

6  People due to be released from 
institutions 
  

6.1  Penal institutions 
6.2  Medical institutions 
6.3  Children’s institutions and homes 

7  People receiving longer term 
support  (due to homelessness)  

7.1 Residential care for older homeless people 
7.2  Supported accommodation for formerly homeless 
people 

Insecure 

8  People living in insecure accommodation 8.1  Temporarily with family/friends 
8.2  No legal (sub) tenancy 
8.3  Illegal occupation of land 

9  People living under threat of eviction 9.1  Legal orders enforced (rented) 
9.2  Legal orders enforced (owned) 

10 People living under threat of violence 10.1  Police recorded incident 

Inadequate 

11  People living in temporary/non-
conventional structures 

11.1  Mobile homes 
11.2  Non-conventional building 
11.3  Temporary structure 

12  People living in unfit housing 12.1  Occupied dwellings unfit for habitation 
13  People living in extreme overcrowding   13.1  Highest national norm of overcrowding 

Source: CSO, 2017 

 
The application of a more holistic, inclusive (and indeed statistically more accurate) approach to any 
analysis of how homelessness affects women is necessary, as Bretherton (2017: 18-19) points out, 

“Homeless women are often not in homelessness services, not living rough, not using 
domestic violence services, nor, when they have dependent children with them, necessarily 
being supported by welfare systems; they are instead using friends, family and 
acquaintances to keep a roof over their heads.” 

 
The ETHOS classification is generally reflected in the approaches taken by agencies in Carlow and by 
this report in defining homelessness.  Therefore, the HAT members, among others, work with, and on 
behalf of a range of persons affected by homelessness, and not just with the roofless and houseless.  
Throughout the course of the research, interviewees commented on the difficulties associated with 
enumerating homeless persons.  They noted that the numbers in particular cohorts, especially those 
who are sofa-surfing, are generally underestimated.  The HAT has succeeded in enabling service 
providers to get a greater handle on the scale of the problem, and as the following graph shows, the 
number of persons officially recorded as being homeless, in Carlow, increased from 48 to 63 over 
the first six months of 2018.  While figures are constantly changing, due to the nature of 
homelessness, all stakeholders report that the number of homeless persons and the number of 
persons at risk of homelessness have increased over recent years and months. 
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FIGURE 3.4: NUMBER OF HOMELESS  PERSONS IN COUNTY CARLOW, AS REPORTED BY THE HAT, JANUARY TO JUNE 

20188 

 
Source: HAT 
 
Metrics used, by Carlow County Council, to enumerate homeless persons, later in summer 2018 
revealed the following profile.  These figures suggest that women and children account for almost 
two-thirds (63%) of persons directly affected by homeless in Carlow. 
 

TABLE 3.4:  PROFILE OF HOMELESS PERSONS IN COUNTY CARLOW, SUMMER 2018 

 Men Women Children 
Rough Sleepers / Squats 7 2 0 
Hostel 12 0 0 
Hospital (awaiting discharge) 2 2 0 
Staying in accommodation beyond eviction date 0 2 4 
Staying with family and friends 5 6 8 
Refuge 0 1 1 
Roadside 4 7 12 
Emergency B&B/ Hotel 3 3 7 
Total 33 23 32 

Source: author's calculations, based on data supplied by agency 

 
These data confirm observations found in academic literature that:  
 

1. Homelessness is not an issue that is confined to older men; it affects men, women and 
children.   

                                                             
8 Numbers of people staying with family and friends are only those known to the Council or to HAT.  Rough Sleeper numbers are only of 
people known or reported to be sleeping either rough or in squats.  Hospital figures are those reported through the Mental Health services 
to HAT.  Notices to Quit are those brought to the attention of the Council or to HAT, Focus Ireland may have dealt with others through their 
services.  Roadside Travellers are those households who are on the roadside due to the lack of alternative accommodation.  Emergency 
Accommodation figures reflect the households placed in either Hotel or B&B accommodation by Carlow County Council and one you ng 
woman placed in emergency accommodation by the Aftercare Service.  The refuge statistics are only for Amber Refuge, and do not reflect 
work carried out by the Refuge and Carlow Women’s Aid in accommodating women and families either in other refuges or with friends and 
family. 
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2. Homelessness is not just a housing issue; it is also a social and an economic issue.   
3. Much of the attention in respect of housing and homelessness tends to focus on local 

authorities.   
4. However, given the breath of related issues and the range of ways in which homelessness – 

actual and threatened – affect people, other agencies – statutory and non-statutory have 
roles and responsibilities, and it is essential to involve them in decision-making, and in being 
part of the solution. 

 

3.3  Service Provision 

 
Section 10 of the Housing Act (1988) confers particular responsibilities on local authorities in respect 
of providing accommodation for homeless persons.  They may: 

(a) make arrangements, including financial arrangements, with a body approved of by the 
Minister for the purposes of section 5 for the provision by that body of accommodation for a 
homeless person; 

(b) provide a homeless person with such assistance, including financial assistance, as the 
authority consider appropriate; or  

(c) rent accommodation, arrange lodgings or contribute to the cost of such accommodation or 
lodgings for a homeless person. 

 
Under the 2009 Housing (miscellaneous provisions) Act, 2009 (Chapter 6), obliges each local authority 
to put in place a housing action plan with the following objectives / remits: 

(a) the prevention of homelessness; 
(b) the reduction of homelessness in its extent or duration; 
(c) the provision of services, including accommodation; 
(d) address the needs of homeless households; 
(e) the provision of assistance under section 10(b)(i), as necessary, to persons who were formerly 

homeless; and  
(f) the promotion of effective co-ordination of activities proposed to be undertaken by the bodies 

referred to in this subsection for the purposes of addressing homelessness in the 
administrative area or areas concerned. 

 
The legislation also provides for the establishment of a homelessness consultative forum, “to provide 
information, views, advice or reports”.  The 2009 legislation reflects the growing realisation that the 
provision of housing and the prevention of homelessness require collaborative approaches, strong 
evidence-bases and multi-sectoral interventions, in tandem with the construction and provision of 
social and affordable homes.  
 
Rebuilding Ireland and the Role of Local Government 
 
In 2016, the Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government introduced an 
action plan - ‘Building Ireland’, the core aim of which is “to ramp up delivery of housing from its current 
under-supply across all tenures to help individuals and families meet their housing needs, and to help 
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those who are currently housed to remain in their homes or be provided with appropriate options of 
alternative accommodation, especially those families in emergency” (2016: 8).  This has put a renewed 
focus on housing completions, including by local authorities and voluntary housing associations.  The 
following tables quantify social housing output by local authority in the South East Region between 
2015 and 20179.  

 
TABLE 3.5:  SOCIAL HOUSING OUTPUT BY LOCAL AUTHORITIES  IN THE SOUTH EAST REGION, 2017 

 

  Carlow Kilkenny Tipperary Waterford Wexford Total 
LA New Build 43 29 1 4 9 86 
AHB New Build 0 19 12 10 32 73 
Part V -New Build (all streams) 10 3 0 13 6 32 
Total New Build 53 51 13 27 47 191 
LA Voids 8 16 107 52 34 217 
All Build Total 61 67 120 79 81 408 
LA Acquisition 29 39 80 41 123 312 
AHB Acquisition 5 16 24 3 20 68 
Acquisition Total 34 55 104 44 143 380 
Leasing Total 46 1 41 30 31 149 
RAS 15 38 53 27 20 153 
HAP 253 272 829 771 568 2,693 
Overall Totals 409 433 1,147 951 843 3,783 
       

TABLE 3.6:  SOCIAL HOUSING OUTPUT BY LOCAL AUTHORITIES  IN THE SOUTH EAST REGION, 2016 
  

 Carlow Kilkenny Tipperary Waterford Wexford Total 
LA New Build 0 10 6 15 19 50 
AHB New Build 6 12 0 36 30 84 
Total New Build 6 22 6 51 49 134 
LA Voids 8 14 102 90 17 231 
All Build Total 14 36 108 141 66 365 
LA Acquisition 14 37 60 76 25 212 
AHB Acquisition 3 19 1 33 38 94 
Acquisition Total 17 56 61 109 63 306 
Leasing Total 7 11 62 23 52 155 
RAS 33 50 64 51 29 227 
 HAP 365 324 929 509 1 2,128 
Overall Total 436 477 1,224 833 211 3,181 

       
  

                                                             
9 1. LA New Build includes units delivered through Rapid, Traditional, Turnkey and Regeneration; 2. AHB New Build includes CAS and CALF 
New Build; 3. Part V New Build includes Part V's delivered under LA Build and AHB Build; 4. New leasing units operational are defined as the 
number of new leasing units which the LA is claiming under this scheme in the given period.  This program was previously known as long 
term leasing until 2014. 5.  RAS  - New transfers is defined as the number of households which have moved from Rent Supplement to RAS 
in that specific year. It includes households who remained in their existing accommodation and those for whom the LA had to source new 
properties. 6.  HAP - New Households Supported refers to the number of qualified households with an established housing need who are 
being accommodated under the HAP scheme for that year. The first phase of the statutory pilot for the HAP scheme commenced in 
September 2014 and the data for 2014 refers to new households supported between September and December 2014.  
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TABLE 3.7:  SOCIAL HOUSING OUTPUT BY LOCAL AUTHORITIES  IN THE SOUTH EAST REGION, 2015 

 
 Carlow Kilkenny Tipperary Waterford Wexford Total 

LA Construction 6 1 0 11 1 19 
LA Acquisition 20 24 58 11 14 127 
CAS 2 2 1 31 22 58 
Regeneration/ Remedial Works 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Voids 28 23 115 56 24 246 
Total Capital Units 56 50 174 109 61 450 
SHCEP 31 43 31 14 49 168 
RAS 43 98 95 17 34 287 
HAP 106 466 194 643 0 1,409 
Total Current Units 180 607 320 674 83 1,864 
Overall Total 236 657 494 783 144 2,314 

 
The data on social housing, published by the Department of Housing, Planning and Local 
Government10, show that output in Carlow is greater than in other similar-sized counties. 
 
The following table provides an insight into the demand for county council services.  It shows the 
number of HAP tenancies established in Carlow and adjoining counties, over a four-year period. 
 

TABLE 3.8:  NUMBER OF HAP TENANCIES SET-UP, 2015-2017 

Local Authority Area 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Carlow   106 365 253 
Kilkenny 104 570 324 272 
Waterford 39 682 509 771 
Wexford     1 568 

Source: Department of Housing and Local Government 

 
Figures published by the Department of Housing and Local Government, in 2017, reveal that in County 
Carlow, the average monthly rent paid to landlords through the HAP scheme was €521.  This is just 
below the corresponding amount in County Kilkenny of €527.  The following table quantifies the 
number of RAS tenancies and expenditure in the county over a five-year period.  It shows the very 
significant transfers to private landlords. 
 

TABLE 3.9:  RAS TENANCIES AND EXPENDITURE IN COUNTY CARLOW, 2011 – 2016 

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Outturn Tenancies Outturn Tenancies Outturn Tenancies Outturn Tenancies Outturn Tenancies Outturn Tenancies 

€2,610,479 418 €2,875,606 503 €3,300,979 538 €3,290,939 548 €3,415,195 565 €4,273,968 556 

 
The figures presented in this report reveal the increasing levels of expenditure on housing, the 
increased demand for homelessness-related services, and latterly the increasing output from the local 
government sector.  The next chapter presents the findings, based on primary data collection, in 
respect of stakeholders’ experiences of services.  
                                                             
10 Details are on the Department’s website: https://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/housing 
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4.    Stakeholders’ Experiences, Perspectives and Recommendations 
 
This section presents the views of stakeholders, as conveyed through the various interviews and other 
dialogues that took place.   
 
It reveals how service users and providers recognise homelessness and the risk of homelessness as 
multi-faceted socio-psychological issues - the causes and implications of which go far beyond ‘bricks 
and mortar’.  The overwhelming view among stakeholders – service providers and service users – is 
that addressing housing is a pre-requisite to addressing an extensive range of other economic and 
social issues.  They described housing as “the burning issue” and “the gateway issue”.   
 
The presentation of stakeholder feedback begins by synthesising the issues facing women and families 
affected by homelessness, as identified by the women (interviewees) themselves and those who 
provide services.  It then looks at how data on homelessness are compiled and configured.  The 
narrative subsequently moves on to an assessment of how services are operating – what is working 
well and what could be improved.  This is followed by a presentation of stakeholders’ 
recommendations and a discussion on resource implications.  These issues are further pursued in the 
final section of the report. 
 

4.1  Issues facing Women and Families affected by Homelessness 
 
There are myriad complex issues associated with homelessness and the risk of homelessness, which 
frequently overlap.  Among the relevant issues in this respect are family circumstances, domestic 
violence, drug and alcohol abuse, personal capacity & mental health, public service responsiveness 
and the operation of the housing market.  This section presents the observations and experiences of 
all stakeholders in respect of each issue. 
 
Family Circumstances 
 
Women and young people affected by homelessness frequently reported how unfavourable family 
circumstances caused them to become homeless.  Many reported that relationship breakdowns, such 
as falling-out with a parent, sibling or spouse was the catalyst that caused them to leave the family 
home – either of their own volition or because they were directly or indirectly pressurised to leave.  
Very few go on the streets, but instead end up ‘sofa / couch-surfing’ with extended family and / or 
with friends. This becomes a temporary arrangement, as ‘hosts’ generally lack the space or capacity 
to take in a relative or friend on a long-term basis.  Indeed, hosts may have their own vulnerabilities, 
and are often not able to provide emotional or other supports.  Sofa-surfing with children brings added 
complexities.  As one woman stated, “it’s hard going…. I don’t want to be under my friend’s toes, so 
we stay out most of the day, and go the cinema and sit around”, while another remarked, “if you are 
on your own, you can go in on a house-share, but if you have a child, you can’t do that”. 
 
 
Service providers in both statutory and non-statutory organisations and advocacy bodies all 
reported that what we are facing is a major change in the fabric of society which requires a new 
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TABLE 3.7:  SOCIAL HOUSING OUTPUT BY LOCAL AUTHORITIES  IN THE SOUTH EAST REGION, 2015 

 
 Carlow Kilkenny Tipperary Waterford Wexford Total 
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The data on social housing, published by the Department of Housing, Planning and Local 
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The figures presented in this report reveal the increasing levels of expenditure on housing, the 
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10 Details are on the Department’s website: https://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/housing 
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4.    Stakeholders’ Experiences, Perspectives and Recommendations 
 
This section presents the views of stakeholders, as conveyed through the various interviews and other 
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reported that what we are facing is a major change in the fabric of society which requires a new 
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approach in response.  Several service providers referred to persons presenting before them as 
leading “chaotic lives” associated with “family breakdown”, “marriage breakups”, “abusive 
relationships”, “carryover issues from childhood”, and “substance abuse”.  These manifest themselves 
in “an inability to manage day-to-day tasks” and “a general lack of self-awareness.”  Many of those 
affected by homelessness left school early, and have difficulties with literacy and numeracy, although 
such profiles are more common among males than among females.  While many of these ‘societal 
changes’ may be classified as ‘social ills,’ it must also be acknowledged that as Irish society has become 
more open and tolerant, people are less likely to feel compelled to stay in abusive relationships.  
Moreover, in the past, persons with mental health issues were institutionalised in large psychiatric 
hospitals.  Contemporary society aspires to enabling everybody to live in their community, although 
as many homeless people can attest, reality does not always match this rhetoric or provide the 
required supports.  
 
Others are either homeless or are on the housing waiting list due to economic pressures.  Some have 
become unemployed or are on low wages.  Others are lone parents and some are people with 
disabilities who are on fixed incomes.  Many persons in these circumstances find themselves unable 
to afford to live in private rental accommodation.  Several interviewees who participated in this 
research instanced ways in which they have come under financial and social pressures, in the context 
of a contracting housing market and rising living costs.  They stress that the economic crash has 
created a ‘new poor’ – persons who had been doing well during the so-called Celtic Tiger years, but 
who find themselves in debt and unable to make mortgage repayments.  Indeed, many of these 
people have no experience of accessing social services, and lack the knowledge and / or the confidence 
required to source help.  In some cases, they can feel too ashamed to ask for help, and as one charity 
worker reported, “they would be more likely to sleep in a car than to look for social housing” and 
another service provider stated “the shame, the stigma is very much there… women will stay in any 
kind of situation rather than go on the streets or go down to the council”.  While these reports suggest 
that the official figures represent an under-estimate of the scale of homelessness, Carlow County 
Council reports that the advent of the economic recession brought about a SEVEN-fold increase in 
the number of persons presenting before one of its housing-related services.  One councillor 
reported “housing accounts for about 60% of all enquiries I receive”.  Referring to the profile of 
persons presenting for services, one council official noted, “there was always a core – of single men, 
but now the demographic is much wider.  There used to be a trickle of family homelessness, but we 
were able to deal with those on a case-by-case basis.  Now it’s a completely different ball game”. 
 
Domestic Violence 
 
The overwhelming consensus among interviewees was that women and children who experience 
domestic violence or the threat of domestic violence are among the most vulnerable cohorts.  Their 
vulnerability is compounded by the lack of a women’s refuge in the county.  They also face legal and 
administrative complexities, and while organisations such as Carlow Women’s Aid provide 
tremendous support, services are stretched and many women report feelings of fear and anxiety.  The 
absence of a refuge and capacity limitations in the Kilkenny refuge, combined with social stigma and 
helplessness, result in a number of women remaining in violent circumstances or temporarily living 
with relatives.  As one service provider reported, “mothers remain because of the children; life 
becomes about keeping the children going, especially if they are enrolled in a local school. This can 
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lead to a woman resenting her own child and taking her frustrations out on that child.”  Therefore, 
community and statutory service providers are increasingly focused on “stepping in to support 
children”. 
 
Women themselves and service providers reported that there are increased levels of domestic 
violence also from teenage children.  Such violence may be associated with drug and alcohol abuse 
and access to on-line pornography.  Consequently, there has been an increase in the number of 
women who have no option but to take out baring orders against teenagers.  Baring orders frequently 
result in the perpetrators of domestic violence becoming homeless, and this can reduce the chances 
of men and youth seeking the counselling and other behavioural-change interventions they require.  
Consequently, service providers stressed the importance of early intervention.  As one experienced 
support worker noted, “you need to get the services in early… In most cases, the problems are due to 
one child, and yet the whole family is put at risk.  This shows the need for early and targeted 
intervention.  It all stems from the absence of supports for families”. 
 
While information campaigns – locally and nationally – are serving to make women more informed of 
their rights when they fear or experience domestic violence, several service providers reported that 
ethnic minorities are “less inclined to stand up for themselves” and their children.  Some interviewees 
suggested that cultural norms among particular nationalities act as a barrier to women, such that they 
stay in dangerous situations, rather than leave the family home.  Many ethnic minority women are at 
considerable distance from extended family, and lack the supports that might be forthcoming from 
mothers, sisters, aunts and other relatives or friends in either detecting domestic violence or in 
providing appropriate supports.  In addition, many foreign nationals, particularly non-EU citizens, are 
reluctant to leave the country with their children, for fear of being accused of child abduction.  Thus, 
social and legal barriers combine to exacerbate their problems. 
 
Drug and Alcohol Abuse 
 
All stakeholders reported that Carlow has experienced a notable increase in drug and alcohol abuse.  
They noted that alcohol abuse has traditionally been associated with homeless men.  However, their 
primary and immediate concerns relate to the growing drug abuse problem in the county, particularly 
in Carlow Town.  One service sector representative noted, “young people ‘doing drugs’ are particularly 
vulnerable.  Heroin is easily available in Carlow, and mules are infiltrating young people’s settings 
locally (including schools).”  The pervasiveness of illicit drugs and the associated disorder and violence 
mean that rough sleepers are at an increased risk of being physically attacked.  While homeless female 
interviewees did not comment on street violence, several men did, and they reported about getting 
into fights and being afraid at night.   
 
Addiction emerges as one of the over-riding causes of long-term homelessness. It is a barrier to people 
accessing housing, as addicts cannot secure references.  Consequently, landlords are reluctant to take 
them in.  Interviewees who have dealings with landlords instanced how some tenants, with drug and 
alcohol dependencies “walk out, leaving bills unpaid”.  Housing providers, including Carlow County 
Council and the various voluntary bodies find themselves dealing with the behaviour of those who 
have drug and alcohol dependencies, and there have been incidents of damage to property and 
aggression towards staff.  Thus, in seeking to avoid any potential property damage and / or anti-social 
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behaviour, and they undertake background checks on would-be tenants.  While this system works to 
protect social housing units, providers report that it can present challenges and dilemmas for them 
when an addict or a person with a violent past has children, who require housing.   
 
Personal Capacity and Mental Health 
 
The overwhelming view among those who have experience of homelessness and those who provide 
social and family services, is that homelessness (and the risk of homelessness) is correlated with 
mental health difficulties.  Issues relating to housing (e.g., supply, rent, affordability, quality, tenure) 
all impact on wellbeing and mental health.  Families who are in precarious situations, particularly 
those who are sofa-surfing and in emergency accommodation are under tremendous pressure and 
stress.  Consequently, as one service provider outlined, “a pattern is that mum is under so much 
pressure that the child is forgotten, and then you get problems with sleeplessness, school attendance 
and the child is labelled as ‘misbehaving’, when in fact the issue stems from a lack of housing options”.  
Those who have experienced homelessness report that couch-hopping is “unacceptable for children” 
and that “there are huge pressures on grandparents to take children”.  
 
These problems are exacerbated in Carlow, as service providers stated that the closure of psychiatric 
services in South Tipperary General Hospital (in Clonmel) has put pressures on St Luke’s Hospital (in 
Kilkenny), “with a knock-on across Kilkenny and Carlow”.  Service providers report a correlation 
between mental health difficulties and homelessness, but they caution against “pushing people on 
the mental health services”, as public services are generally under pressure and family support and 
preventive / community-based options ought to be fully explored in the first instance.   
 
Service Provider Responsiveness 
 
Frontline public services in Carlow, as elsewhere in Ireland, are struggling due to a decade of under-
investment paralleled by an unprecedented growth in demand.  This is evident across all sectors 
(health, education, social care, security), and it affects the ability of statutory and non-statutory 
organisations to respond effectively to meet the needs of those affected by homelessness – either to 
prevent them from becoming homeless or to enable them to get their lives back on track in the event 
of them being homeless.  Consequently, and despite the very best efforts of many staff and volunteers, 
women and families affected by homelessness are more vulnerable than they would be if services 
were adequately resourced.  Underinvestment relative to need results in undue pressures being 
placed on staff.  It also results in delays to interventions, so that problems can fester and multiply.  
The reduced effectiveness of services also leads to clients adapting their behaviour to try to 
circumvent waiting lists.  As one service provider observed, “clients think that because they are 
accessing the mental health services, that they are more likely to get housing.  They can have 
unreasonable expectations.  A parent can push a child / youth to access mental health / social / 
addiction services, in order to strengthen their case for housing, and some drop out once they get the 
house”.  
 
Almost all statutory sector service providers reported that county boundaries inhibit their 
organisation’s ability to respond to citizens as they would like.  They report that since 2011 / 2012 
public bodies are expected not to refer clients / customers to services in other counties, even if the 
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most suitable service (geographically and in terms of need) is in an adjoining county.  This can affect 
homeless persons more than other vulnerable groups, as inter-county transfers in respect of housing 
lists are not the norm.  A number of agency personnel also commented that changes to agency 
boundaries have inhibited collaboration and the provision of wrap-around supports.  One official 
instanced that  

“as the need grew, CWOs (Community Welfare Officers) were absorbed back into DSP 
(Department of Social Protection) and then DSP boundaries changed.  Meanwhile, HSE 
boundaries and personnel are also changing.  That is a barrier to cooperation at the 
coalface.  There is less of the common purpose, like there used to be… This has a knock on 
effect on the end user…. The ability to put something together has disintegrated”. 

 
The Operation of the Housing Market in Carlow 
 
The overwhelming view among stakeholders is that the overall housing market in Carlow is 
dysfunctional, and that dysfunction is reflective of the situation at national level, although it possibly 
more acute in Carlow, due to local factors including relative proximity to Dublin, the presence of two 
colleges, and the growing pressures on social and family support services.   
 
Stakeholders reported that there is an under-supply of housing in County Carlow, and that this under-
supply is evident in respect of private, local authority and social housing.  They noted that the former 
‘ghost estates’ are now fully occupied and that as the market has tightened, “landlords have become 
picky, and are less inclined to take people from the lower social groups, and especially those on the 
RAS”.  Several interviewees spoke about ways in which the undersupply could be addressed; these 
included reducing the VAT rate, changing building regulations and encouraging more social housing.  
These are national issues, and it is beyond the scope of this research to analyse them.  Several 
interviewees, and in particular those who are on the housing waiting lists stated that they would prefer 
to see the monies that are currently being expended on the RAS (Rental Accommodation Scheme) and 
HAP (Housing Assistance Payment) being invested in the construction of homes.  
 
A number of statutory and non-statutory sector representatives reported that many of their clients 
are living in “poor standard” accommodation, and several women reported living in areas affected by 
anti-social behaviour and noise, and as one stated, “we can’t let our children go out in the evening, 
it’s that kind of place”.  Generally, they acknowledged that Carlow County Council is in “a difficult 
situation”. The Council needs the private landlords in order to supply the houses, while at the same 
time, it has to enforce quality control criteria that may reduce the housing supply.  Those in the rental 
sector also reported a dependence on landlords, and some revealed that they have been exploited by 
landlords.  Several reported that landlords demand cash top-up payments over the amounts covered 
by the HAP / RAS.   
 
While the systemic problems in the housing market are due to national policies, rather than local 
factors, some features are more prevalent in Carlow than elsewhere.  Carlow is proud to host two 
third-level colleges: Carlow College and Carlow Institute of Technology, both of which bring many 
benefits to the town.  However, as student numbers have grown over recent years, there has been an 
increased demand for rental accommodation.  According to many interviewees, landlords have a 
preference for “students over people on RAS or HAP”.   
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situation”. The Council needs the private landlords in order to supply the houses, while at the same 
time, it has to enforce quality control criteria that may reduce the housing supply.  Those in the rental 
sector also reported a dependence on landlords, and some revealed that they have been exploited by 
landlords.  Several reported that landlords demand cash top-up payments over the amounts covered 
by the HAP / RAS.   
 
While the systemic problems in the housing market are due to national policies, rather than local 
factors, some features are more prevalent in Carlow than elsewhere.  Carlow is proud to host two 
third-level colleges: Carlow College and Carlow Institute of Technology, both of which bring many 
benefits to the town.  However, as student numbers have grown over recent years, there has been an 
increased demand for rental accommodation.  According to many interviewees, landlords have a 
preference for “students over people on RAS or HAP”.   



30 
 

 
The interviewees also identified particular planning-related issues in Carlow.  Many town-based 
interviewees claimed that the hollowing out of Carlow Town Centre, due to the development of retail 
facilities on the edge of the town is making it more difficult to find suitable accommodation within 
walking distance of shops, schools and other facilities.  Others reported that an influx of people from 
Dublin, into the north of Carlow, has put pressure on the housing market there, and has removed 
people from the family and community networks they had in Dublin.  Several stakeholders noted the 
need for a greater variety of housing types.  As one stated, “we need more two-bedroom units, not 
three-bedroom semi-Ds, especially for older people and for lone parents and smaller families”. 
 
Service providers in both the statutory and non-statutory sectors reported that, as one worker stated, 
“housing is the gateway to family supports”.  Several interviewees recounted that people often 
approach their organisation “looking for help to complete a housing application form”.  However, as 
they work through the form with them, they find that housing is but “part of the problem and part of 
the solution”.  Thus, the delivery of housing, and in particular the provision of social and affordable 
housing needs to be accompanied by an effective delivery of integrated social services.   In some 
cases, people may need financial, social and / or emotional supports, other than housing, in order to 
enable them to gain / regain control of their lives.  Service providers are under increased pressures, 
many of which are associated with dysfunction in the housing market, as the next section in this report 
will outline.  Our research has found that service providers are spending inordinate amounts of time 
on advocacy and petitioning to the detriment of providing the level and quality of service to which 
they aspire. 
 
The role of Politicians  
 
A number of interviewees reported that the responses of the political system are variable.  Many were 
critical of central government for what they described as “an overreliance on the private sector”, “not 
taking the problem seriously”, “under-funding”, “years of neglect of local government”, “the abolition 
of the town councils” and having “unreasonable expectations of the County Council”.  Others noted a 
need for Carlow-based politicians to take a longer-term and more strategic approach than are inclined 
to pursue at the moment.  As one homeless woman noted, “politicians will promise you everything… 
they only tell you what you want to hear”.  Another stakeholder summarised the criticisms levied 
against politicians:  

“there is over-simplification by some politicians.  We have councillors ringing up people 
and making representations that are not appropriate to the person’s needs; giving false 
hope.  It can be devastating and actually set them back…. There have been instances of 
people going into emergency accommodation on the advice of a politician, which is not 
appropriate.  Emergency accommodation should be the very last resort. Use the family 
supports first”.   

When asked about the role of politicians in respect of housing, one senior councillor recommended 
that elected members should focus on the overall policy and have “nothing to do with the housing 
list”.  He added, “applicants should be told that is they contact a politician, they will be put to the 
bottom of the list”.  The range of views that emerged on the role of politicians, over the course of the 
research, may not to be entirely consistent or coherent, but there is clearly a sense of frustration 
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locally among service users and many service providers, caused by an under-supply of social housing 
and what they perceive to be an ineffective housing allocation system. 
 
 

4.2  Current Services in Carlow 
 
Our research revealed a universal commitment and desire to improving services for women and 
families affected by homelessness.   
 
Service providers were remarkably candid in assessing their own strengths and challenges, and many 
reported that the research process enabled them to reflect critically on their performance and 
capacity.  The research findings demonstrate that there is increased interfacing and a renewed 
commitment to information-sharing and collaboration among agencies.  However, there is a 
widespread recognition that such commitments need to further translate into more meaningful and 
structural partnerships in Carlow – among agencies and with service users.  Stakeholders reported 
that inter-agency structures such as the HAT and Child and Family Support Networks are “gradually 
bedding down,” but these need to progress and “move on from looking at individuals to looking at 
systems, and how to fix systems.” 
 
The Gender imbalance 
 
Our research reveals a definite gender dimension to service provision.  While services are generally 
stretched and under-resourced, there are more options for men than there are for women.  This 
gender imbalance may be associated with the greater volume and visibility of male, relative to female, 
homelessness and with a tendency to equate homeless persons with rough sleepers.  The Monastery 
Hostel is foremost in the services that cater for homeless men.  The hostel provides accommodation, 
as well as a range of in-house support services.  Men who reside there report that it is safe and 
welcoming – “good to have, but bad to want.”  Some find it difficult to live in an alcohol-free 
environment, while others object to the timetabled nature of activities.  Yet, they appreciate the fact 
that the hostel has successfully acted as a transitional support mechanism in enabling men to 
overcome addictions and mental health problems, and transition to independent and semi-
independent living.  The vast majority of men in the Monastery Hostel are single or their relationships 
have broken down.  As the hostel caters for men only, it is not an option for homeless men who wish 
to remain with and support their families.  Throughout the course of this research, stakeholders 
continuously noted that women and children in Carlow lack such a facility, and they want to see this 
deficit addressed. 
 
The role of individual champions 
 
In their assessments of service provision, stakeholders frequently singled out named individuals for 
commendation.  These ‘champions’ and ‘leaders’ were identified as employees or volunteers with An 
Garda Síochana, the Courts Service, St. Vincent de Paul, Carlow Youth Services, Focus Ireland, Carlow 
County Development Partnership, Saint Catherine’s, the Family Resource Centres and the Catholic 
Church, among others.  While the frontline and advocacy work done by personnel in these statutory 
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“there is over-simplification by some politicians.  We have councillors ringing up people 
and making representations that are not appropriate to the person’s needs; giving false 
hope.  It can be devastating and actually set them back…. There have been instances of 
people going into emergency accommodation on the advice of a politician, which is not 
appropriate.  Emergency accommodation should be the very last resort. Use the family 
supports first”.   

When asked about the role of politicians in respect of housing, one senior councillor recommended 
that elected members should focus on the overall policy and have “nothing to do with the housing 
list”.  He added, “applicants should be told that is they contact a politician, they will be put to the 
bottom of the list”.  The range of views that emerged on the role of politicians, over the course of the 
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locally among service users and many service providers, caused by an under-supply of social housing 
and what they perceive to be an ineffective housing allocation system. 
 
 

4.2  Current Services in Carlow 
 
Our research revealed a universal commitment and desire to improving services for women and 
families affected by homelessness.   
 
Service providers were remarkably candid in assessing their own strengths and challenges, and many 
reported that the research process enabled them to reflect critically on their performance and 
capacity.  The research findings demonstrate that there is increased interfacing and a renewed 
commitment to information-sharing and collaboration among agencies.  However, there is a 
widespread recognition that such commitments need to further translate into more meaningful and 
structural partnerships in Carlow – among agencies and with service users.  Stakeholders reported 
that inter-agency structures such as the HAT and Child and Family Support Networks are “gradually 
bedding down,” but these need to progress and “move on from looking at individuals to looking at 
systems, and how to fix systems.” 
 
The Gender imbalance 
 
Our research reveals a definite gender dimension to service provision.  While services are generally 
stretched and under-resourced, there are more options for men than there are for women.  This 
gender imbalance may be associated with the greater volume and visibility of male, relative to female, 
homelessness and with a tendency to equate homeless persons with rough sleepers.  The Monastery 
Hostel is foremost in the services that cater for homeless men.  The hostel provides accommodation, 
as well as a range of in-house support services.  Men who reside there report that it is safe and 
welcoming – “good to have, but bad to want.”  Some find it difficult to live in an alcohol-free 
environment, while others object to the timetabled nature of activities.  Yet, they appreciate the fact 
that the hostel has successfully acted as a transitional support mechanism in enabling men to 
overcome addictions and mental health problems, and transition to independent and semi-
independent living.  The vast majority of men in the Monastery Hostel are single or their relationships 
have broken down.  As the hostel caters for men only, it is not an option for homeless men who wish 
to remain with and support their families.  Throughout the course of this research, stakeholders 
continuously noted that women and children in Carlow lack such a facility, and they want to see this 
deficit addressed. 
 
The role of individual champions 
 
In their assessments of service provision, stakeholders frequently singled out named individuals for 
commendation.  These ‘champions’ and ‘leaders’ were identified as employees or volunteers with An 
Garda Síochana, the Courts Service, St. Vincent de Paul, Carlow Youth Services, Focus Ireland, Carlow 
County Development Partnership, Saint Catherine’s, the Family Resource Centres and the Catholic 
Church, among others.  While the frontline and advocacy work done by personnel in these statutory 



32 
 

and voluntary organisations is extremely important for women and families, there can be an over-
reliance on individuals and on personal relationships.  Therefore, when an individual moves on (e.g., 
retires or gets a different job), levels of cooperation tend to decline, resulting in setbacks for service 
users.  These observations, on the parts of service providers, underscore the need to promote more 
systematic approaches to collaboration and to giving effect to person-centred public services.  In their 
assessments of various agencies, service users and advocates reported that where public servants 
(e.g., gardaí, county council staff) had received specific training in relation to issues such as domestic 
violence, they were more perceptive, supportive and constructive than those who had not. 
 
The fears around engaging  
 
Stakeholders also noted that there can be challenges in encouraging and enabling people with 
dependencies to engage with services.  Past experiences, perceptions and mis-perceptions of services 
can prevent people from accessing supports.  In the words of one provider, “some women will not go 
into a refuge, due to concerns around mandatory reporting.  They have a fear that children will be 
removed… There are always Chinese whispers.”  Some service providers suggested that one of the 
unintended consequences of the strengthening of children’s rights (since Bunreacht na hÉireann was 
amended in 2012) is a fear, among  vulnerable persons, of Tusla and the HSE, resulting in non-
disclosure and non-reporting of family problems, for fear of child protection orders or children being 
taken into care.  However, more research is needed to establish the extent and possible implications 
of such views.  Community-based service providers noted the newness of approaches to children’s 
services, and as one volunteer observed, “the Tusla Meitheal Process11 has a lot of potential to support 
families.  It’s quite new, and there is work to be done in dispelling the fears associated with social 
work”.   
 
Homeless people and those who have no address face particular challenges in accessing supports, and 
some end up having to travel outside Carlow to avail of services (e.g., by using the address of a relative 
in Dublin).  Those who damage properties, and who are consequently evicted, are automatically 
excluded from the local authority housing list for three years.  Moreover, such individuals are likely to 
face criminal sanction, and may not always receive the guidance they need in respect of bringing about 
behavioural change.  Some of those who had such experiences themselves suggested that there ought 
to be a ‘rent holiday’ for those in treatment. 
 
The challenges due to bureaucracy 
 
Public services struggle between a desire to be flexible and person-centred on the one hand, and a 
adherence to bureaucratic norms, on the other hand.  While bureaucratic norms allow organisations 
to process large volumes of work, inflexibilities and a lack of inter-agency collaboration can have 
negative consequences for clients, particularly those who are most vulnerable to social exclusion . 
Challenges also manifest themselves when the inflexibility of bureaucratic systems interfaces and / or 
conflicts with what have been described as the ‘chaotic lives’ of vulnerable persons.  Those who most 

                                                             
11 Meitheal is a case co-ordination process for families with additional needs who require multi-agency intervention but who 
do not meet the threshold for referral to the Social Work Department under Children First. Practitioners in different agencies 
can use and lead on Meitheal so that they can communicate and work together more effectively to bring together a range 
of expertise, knowledge and skills to meet the needs of the child and family within their community. 
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need supports, particularly in relation to mental health, are often those who have the least ability to 
organise themselves and to be pro-active in approaching a service provider.  Indeed, it was noted that, 
“the mental health services are voluntary.  If you miss two appointments, you are off the service, and 
are back under the care of the GP”.  Consequently, individuals can end up in a vicious cycle, and fail to 
progress or attain personal goals.  Indeed, the mental health services emerged consistently, 
throughout the research, as the area with the greatest complexities.  As one service provider 
remarked, “mental health is where people are most likely to fall through the cracks”.  Others reported, 
“it is very difficult for those with mental health issues to avail of the HAP”.  
 
The key importance of transitions  
 
Those who had personal experience of the mental health services and those involved in service 
provision emphasised that people are at their most vulnerable when they are coming out of 
institutions.  As they transition from the Department of Psychiatry (DoP) in St Luke’s Hospital 
(Kilkenny), individuals often require somebody to advocate on their behalf.  When they leave the DoP 
and are incapable of independent living, people can find themselves moved to a variety of settings.  
These include Nua Healthcare, Greenbanks (stepdown facility), The Charlotte Rooms (emergency 
accommodation) and Rehabilitation & Recovery (R&R) Rooms/ Hostels.  While all stakeholders 
consider it important to enable people to progress quickly from St Luke’s and “to avoid becoming 
institutionalised,” they noted more challenges and strengths associated with the various settings into 
which vulnerable persons are discharged.  They perceive that the Nua Healthcare option is “a 
temporary solution to get long-term patients out… but it involves referrals to private providers”.  Some 
observers noted successes associated with Nua Healthcare, and they stated that they would like to 
see its services being mainstreamed.  Service providers also noted the importance of Greenbanks as a 
stepdown facility, but they claimed that some occupants are there for several months, when ideally 
Greenbanks ought to be supporting short-term transitions.  This is no reflection on Greenbanks or any 
of the other stepdown or transitionary facilities, but rather an indication of the lack of supply of 
support mechanisms and structures.  Interviewees noted the range of high, medium and low-level 
supports being provided to a number of those in R&R hostels and in The Charlotte Rooms, but they 
cautioned against such places becoming a “dumping ground” or “long-term residences.”  There is a 
consensus among stakeholders that transitional accommodation, coupled with integrated supports, 
is essential in enabling people to make a successful transition from an institutional environment to 
living in their own homes.  Stakeholders are unanimously of the view that while systems ought to 
operate to common standards, there is a need for more bespoke and individualised interventions and 
supports.  The unanimous view among service users and providers is that early intervention always 
works best. 
 
 
 
The over-reliance on temporary accommodation 
 
One effect of the above-mentioned under-supply of houses in County Carlow is the reliance on 
temporary accommodation to deal with crisis situations. Our research shows a strong link between 
homelessness and health, particularly mental health, and these negative effects are exacerbated by 
an overuse of temporary accommodation. All stakeholders report that life in temporary 
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and voluntary organisations is extremely important for women and families, there can be an over-
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into a refuge, due to concerns around mandatory reporting.  They have a fear that children will be 
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amended in 2012) is a fear, among  vulnerable persons, of Tusla and the HSE, resulting in non-
disclosure and non-reporting of family problems, for fear of child protection orders or children being 
taken into care.  However, more research is needed to establish the extent and possible implications 
of such views.  Community-based service providers noted the newness of approaches to children’s 
services, and as one volunteer observed, “the Tusla Meitheal Process11 has a lot of potential to support 
families.  It’s quite new, and there is work to be done in dispelling the fears associated with social 
work”.   
 
Homeless people and those who have no address face particular challenges in accessing supports, and 
some end up having to travel outside Carlow to avail of services (e.g., by using the address of a relative 
in Dublin).  Those who damage properties, and who are consequently evicted, are automatically 
excluded from the local authority housing list for three years.  Moreover, such individuals are likely to 
face criminal sanction, and may not always receive the guidance they need in respect of bringing about 
behavioural change.  Some of those who had such experiences themselves suggested that there ought 
to be a ‘rent holiday’ for those in treatment. 
 
The challenges due to bureaucracy 
 
Public services struggle between a desire to be flexible and person-centred on the one hand, and a 
adherence to bureaucratic norms, on the other hand.  While bureaucratic norms allow organisations 
to process large volumes of work, inflexibilities and a lack of inter-agency collaboration can have 
negative consequences for clients, particularly those who are most vulnerable to social exclusion . 
Challenges also manifest themselves when the inflexibility of bureaucratic systems interfaces and / or 
conflicts with what have been described as the ‘chaotic lives’ of vulnerable persons.  Those who most 

                                                             
11 Meitheal is a case co-ordination process for families with additional needs who require multi-agency intervention but who 
do not meet the threshold for referral to the Social Work Department under Children First. Practitioners in different agencies 
can use and lead on Meitheal so that they can communicate and work together more effectively to bring together a range 
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need supports, particularly in relation to mental health, are often those who have the least ability to 
organise themselves and to be pro-active in approaching a service provider.  Indeed, it was noted that, 
“the mental health services are voluntary.  If you miss two appointments, you are off the service, and 
are back under the care of the GP”.  Consequently, individuals can end up in a vicious cycle, and fail to 
progress or attain personal goals.  Indeed, the mental health services emerged consistently, 
throughout the research, as the area with the greatest complexities.  As one service provider 
remarked, “mental health is where people are most likely to fall through the cracks”.  Others reported, 
“it is very difficult for those with mental health issues to avail of the HAP”.  
 
The key importance of transitions  
 
Those who had personal experience of the mental health services and those involved in service 
provision emphasised that people are at their most vulnerable when they are coming out of 
institutions.  As they transition from the Department of Psychiatry (DoP) in St Luke’s Hospital 
(Kilkenny), individuals often require somebody to advocate on their behalf.  When they leave the DoP 
and are incapable of independent living, people can find themselves moved to a variety of settings.  
These include Nua Healthcare, Greenbanks (stepdown facility), The Charlotte Rooms (emergency 
accommodation) and Rehabilitation & Recovery (R&R) Rooms/ Hostels.  While all stakeholders 
consider it important to enable people to progress quickly from St Luke’s and “to avoid becoming 
institutionalised,” they noted more challenges and strengths associated with the various settings into 
which vulnerable persons are discharged.  They perceive that the Nua Healthcare option is “a 
temporary solution to get long-term patients out… but it involves referrals to private providers”.  Some 
observers noted successes associated with Nua Healthcare, and they stated that they would like to 
see its services being mainstreamed.  Service providers also noted the importance of Greenbanks as a 
stepdown facility, but they claimed that some occupants are there for several months, when ideally 
Greenbanks ought to be supporting short-term transitions.  This is no reflection on Greenbanks or any 
of the other stepdown or transitionary facilities, but rather an indication of the lack of supply of 
support mechanisms and structures.  Interviewees noted the range of high, medium and low-level 
supports being provided to a number of those in R&R hostels and in The Charlotte Rooms, but they 
cautioned against such places becoming a “dumping ground” or “long-term residences.”  There is a 
consensus among stakeholders that transitional accommodation, coupled with integrated supports, 
is essential in enabling people to make a successful transition from an institutional environment to 
living in their own homes.  Stakeholders are unanimously of the view that while systems ought to 
operate to common standards, there is a need for more bespoke and individualised interventions and 
supports.  The unanimous view among service users and providers is that early intervention always 
works best. 
 
 
 
The over-reliance on temporary accommodation 
 
One effect of the above-mentioned under-supply of houses in County Carlow is the reliance on 
temporary accommodation to deal with crisis situations. Our research shows a strong link between 
homelessness and health, particularly mental health, and these negative effects are exacerbated by 
an overuse of temporary accommodation. All stakeholders report that life in temporary 
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accommodation is particularly detrimental to child development and this reflects findings in wider 
research which links time spent in temporary accommodation, such as B&B’s and hotels, to higher 
levels of depression, diminished motivation and family tensions.  
 
The work of FRCs and Voluntary Housing 
 
Service providers and users commented very favourably on the roles played in particular by the Family 
Resource Centres and voluntary housing bodies.  They described how the FRCs’ community 
development approaches had successfully supported families to keep children in education, access 
training and employment and generally improve family wellbeing.  Up to 2014, the FRCs operated 
under the aegis of the Child and Family Agency.  They are currently under Tusla, and find themselves 
increasingly on the receiving end of requests to support families in crisis.  While they do very valuable 
work in this respect, the FRCs themselves find that they are “firefighting more-and-more”, rather than 
applying preventive approaches.  One community worker described the current approach as having 
created “yellow pack social workers”.   
 
Voluntary housing bodies can also find themselves on the receiving end of fallout associated with a 
lack of early intervention or holistic support to families in need.  Their approach, in addition to 
providing accommodation, involves delivering whole-of-household supports in education, personal 
development, home-making skills and general wellness, so that those who live in social housing can 
be as independent as possible and avoid falling into the traps associated with poverty, addictions, 
violence and relationship breakdown.  Service providers in both the statutory and non-statutory 
sectors envisage an enhanced role for voluntary housing bodies and a mainstreaming of their 
approaches.  However, they caution against “cherry-picking” or overburdening these bodies with 
those who are perceived to have the greatest or most complex needs. 
 
The challenges facing agencies 
 
It is evident that there are several individuals and organisations in Carlow working diligently to support 
women and families affected by homelessness.  Among those that were repeatedly mentioned by 
interviewees were the Lá Nua CE Scheme, Saint Clare’s Kitchen, Carlow Youth Services and local 
second-level schools.  Their efforts have enhanced the lives of many families and have prevented 
others from descending into chaos.  Schemes operated by agencies such as Barnardos, Carlow County 
Development Partnership and others also provide people with valuable social supports. The 
consultations with service providers outlined the negative effects of the austerity agenda on their 
abilities to respond effectively to those presenting before them.  They also pointed out that their 
ability to be effective and efficient is being compromised by what they described as “managerialism”, 
“excessive paperwork”, “growing mountains of bureaucracy”, and “more emphasis on glossy reports 
than on people”.  They claimed that the restructuring of organisations and agencies is leading to a 
greater disconnect between decision-makers and those at the coalface of service provision.  Some 
suggested that Ireland has come to reflect UK and neo-liberal approaches to public service provision, 
and that these are less effective, less innovative and more wasteful than people-centred approaches.  
Indeed, some in public bodies acknowledged having to approach charities such as the Saint Vincent 
DePaul society, for discretionary funds, to enable clients to access training programmes or get their 
bus fare.  As one officer stated, “systems are becoming so inflexible, they are multiplying the 
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inefficiency and the person is a number being recycled in the system.”  Service providers also 
expressed concerns that agency-based targets act as a barrier to progression.  One medical 
professional summed up opinions in this respect, stating, agencies “will recommend parenting 
programmes, psychology, counselling, training etc., but these are not provided.  These people’s lives 
are already chaotic, and then they are asked to do five more things”. 
 
The role of the religious and voluntary sector 
 
Given the perceived complexities associated with service provision in the statutory sector, those in 
need of support often turn to religious, voluntary and community-based organisations for help and 
support.  State sector representatives readily acknowledge the role of benevolent organisations in 
providing services.  Indeed, as one public sector official commented, “the church is not just plugging 
gaps, it’s way ahead of the State in certain areas, especially in supporting people to overcome 
addictions”.  While community and religious bodies can offer greater flexibility than statutory bodies, 
they are reliant on grants from central government and charitable donations, and their human 
resource base has contracted severely over the past three decades.  These factors pose challenges in 
terms of investing in, and sustaining services.  As one service provider noted, “due to our current 
opening hours (due to lack of funds), families with children in standard education cannot attend our 
service without taking their children out of school”.  Interviewees who currently volunteer with social 
services reported that the increased responsibilities associated with the governance of charities is 
putting people off joining boards or committees.  As one stated, “charities have the flexibility and 
freedom that the statutory bodies lack, but their funding is precarious, and the responsibilities 
associated with being a board member are growing very considerably”.  Some service providers 
claimed that the State “has an expectation that religious bodies will provide services, as they are 
cheaper… their buildings don’t have the same spec, and they pay lower wages”.  They also stated that 
there tends to be a lack of regulation in homeless and addiction services in respect of quality assurance 
and assessments, but that these services will, in future, be subject to HIQUA (Health Information and 
Quality Authority).  While such a move will ensure greater enforcement of standards, it is likely to 
impose increased costs on service providers, which may in turn, reduce levels of service provision. 
 
The importance of training  
 
Our research findings pointed up the importance of staff training and development.  The growing 
demand for services in parallel with declining resources and competing needs has put staff and 
volunteers under pressure.  This is evident across statutory and community services.  As frontline staff 
find themselves firefighting, and as those further up the line seek to respond to a range of 
complexities, there can be, according to service providers themselves, a tendency to sanction citizens 
who are either uncooperative or who lack the ability or wherewithal to make progress.  As this 
research has very clearly described, housing and homelessness are not just infrastructural issues.  
Therefore, service providers noted the need to ensure their staff – at all levels – are fully aware of the 
scope and scale of the issues, so that access to or denial of a house is not used as a punishment.  
Service providers also acknowledged that they don’t want to see children and young people denied 
access to accommodation on the basis of the behaviour of their parents or other relatives.  Giving 
effect to these objectives will require policy and systemic changes, but it will also require investment 
in training and upskilling personnel.  The value of staff training is already evident in respect of domestic 
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accommodation is particularly detrimental to child development and this reflects findings in wider 
research which links time spent in temporary accommodation, such as B&B’s and hotels, to higher 
levels of depression, diminished motivation and family tensions.  
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development approaches had successfully supported families to keep children in education, access 
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under the aegis of the Child and Family Agency.  They are currently under Tusla, and find themselves 
increasingly on the receiving end of requests to support families in crisis.  While they do very valuable 
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“excessive paperwork”, “growing mountains of bureaucracy”, and “more emphasis on glossy reports 
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suggested that Ireland has come to reflect UK and neo-liberal approaches to public service provision, 
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bus fare.  As one officer stated, “systems are becoming so inflexible, they are multiplying the 
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inefficiency and the person is a number being recycled in the system.”  Service providers also 
expressed concerns that agency-based targets act as a barrier to progression.  One medical 
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violence, for example.  Service providers reported that those members of An Garda Síochána, who 
have had training in this area are “fantastic”, while others may be less understanding, and there may 
be delays in putting the necessary protections in place for women and children. 
 
The need for greater co-ordination 
 
In their assessments of services, both users and providers spoke of the importance of integration and 
inter-agency collaboration.  The research reveals that notwithstanding the various resource and 
personnel constraints, and considering the pressures on all agencies, there has been considerable 
progress, over recent years, in improving communication and information-sharing.  As a result, several 
individuals and families have benefited from more holistic supports that would otherwise have been 
the case.  The HAT and Share Care Plans were regularly cited as having enabled improved 
communication and a renewed focus on people, and there is a clear desire among service providers 
to see all mechanisms, and the HAT in particular, progressing from information-sharing spaces to 
spaces of deliberate and concerted collective action.  As one HAT member noted, “we need to move 
on from fixing things for individuals to fixing the system”.  As agencies progress to more systemic 
and strategic approaches, they are conscious of the need to build on the positive relationships that 
exist, and to be reasonable in their dealings with one another, “as there can be expectations that a 
voluntary service provider can deal with very complex needs.  This can lead to assumptions that x-
service will take anybody”.  The research highlighted the need for investments in services and for 
greater staff continuity, so that relationships are not overly reliant on individuals, but are genuinely 
inter-agency and are operational at all levels – from coalface staff to higher-level decision makers.  The 
research noted that there are also some governance deficits; there is limited consultation with service 
users, and that users are not generally involved in shaping decisions that are relevant to the services 
on which they rely.  However, agencies are open to being more inclusive and to ensuring more 
collaborative and inclusive modes of governance pertain. 
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4.3  Challenges facing the Provision of Services in Carlow 

 
Research participants were candid and forthcoming in acknowledging challenges and inadequacies in 
the current modes and levels of service provision – including in respect of themselves and their own 
organisations.  They noted that some statutory services can be too slow to respond to particular 
situations and, as outlined already, funding cutbacks and bureaucratic burdens have had negative 
impacts on agencies’ abilities to support families, regardless of the commitment and willingness of 
individual personnel. 
 
 
Denial of the Problem  
 
The research revealed a level of denial among some stakeholders, with these suggesting that 
homelessness is “a Dublin problem really, and not a Carlow problem”.  Others claimed that Carlow 
does not have a homelessness problem, “although we might have a housing problem”.  Some 
interviewees claimed that those who present themselves as being in need of housing are not really 
the most needy: “those who can shout the loudest are the ones who get things”, and there were a 
number of references to those who are “deserving” and those who are “not deserving”.  While these 
sentiments may be associated with a lack of information and the absence of data, rather than any 
inherent or malign failure to understand the issues and challenges, and they were only expressed by 
a minority of interviewees, they are indicative of the opinions of some persons in positions of influence 
in public bodies and in decision-making fora in Carlow.   
 
Our research points to a clear need to inform and educate all stakeholders and influencers that, as 
one service volunteer stated, “the problem exists… It is getting worse and it is more complex than 
people realise”. There is also a need to engender greater confidence, so that advocates and service 
providers can be affirmative, constructive and honest in their dealings with those applying for housing.  
  
Dysfunction in the market 
 
The aforementioned dysfunction in the housing market and the associated unavailability of 
appropriate housing for women and families are major barriers to service provision.  Those applying 
for housing and those who are advocating on their behalves reported being “exhausted” from the 
system.  In the words of one service provider, “we are repeating the same work over and over, and on 
a case-by-case basis.  We are petitioning, we are advocating and, too often, we are working in a 
vacuum… It’s a battle for everybody.  It’s firefighting all the time.  We have become experts at form-
filling, but we are met with a wall of silence”.  Another service provider mused, “You have to wonder 
sometimes how the council decides who gets houses and who doesn’t”.  One woman who has been 
on the housing waiting list for five years stated, “anything you say falls on deaf ears”, while another 
woman remarked, “I feel like Polly the Parrot, but you have to keep pushing, or they will forget about 
you”.  There were some anecdotes relating to perceived queue jumping, and these are indicative of 
people’s sense of frustration with the system.  Those seeking accommodation also reported how 
important having a home is – not just in terms of having a roof over one’s head, but as a place in which 
to live peacefully, and allow their children to flourish.  Recounting her experience, one mother 
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remarked, “they offered me an apartment, but it’s in a real rough spot, and I would be living on my 
nerves.  I have friends who live in places where there are parties and drugs, and they are out of their 
minds… It’s no place for a child”.  Some women who had moved from private to local authority housing 
estates reported how their children’s lives have been adversely affected by neighbourhood 
characteristics.  As one woman stated, “life is hell up in this place.  My lads were doing good in school, 
but there is nothing but trouble since we came up here”, while another remarked, “we have roof over 
our heads, but have we any hope?” 
 
Prejudice and racism  
 
The data collection also unearthed some prejudices against those who present as homeless, as well 
as shortcomings and failures among some personnel to understand or appreciate the multi-faceted 
nature of homelessness.  Ex-prisoners, Travellers and drug-users were the subject of some negative 
comments.  However, the most strikingly-prejudiced comments were directed towards non-Irish 
nationals, and these came entirely from persons affected by homelessness and those at risk of 
homelessness.  While the majority of persons affected by homelessness expressed their solidarity with 
people who have come to Ireland to seek a better life for themselves, a small but not insignificant 
cohort of women expressed views that can only be described as racist.  These views are, in part, driven 
by a sense that non-Irish nationals are being prioritised for housing, and some interviewees pointed 
to the monies being expended on ‘direct provision,’ which they claimed ought to be diverted into 
providing housing for “our own”.  Many agency personnel are aware of the growing challenges 
associated with racism, and as one member of the County Council remarked, “social media is a curse; 
it causes bad planning and bad human behaviour”, while another councillor noted, “there is a worrying 
shift to the right in Irish society, and politicians, including in my own party are drifting that way… will 
we ever learn?” 
 
Ethnic minorities  
 
While it was beyond the scope of this particular research assignment to investigate if foreign nationals 
have been on the receiving end of such prejudices, the feedback and information received from 
service providers documented many of the particular challenges experienced by ethnic minorities.  
Although EU citizens enjoy particular legal protection in Ireland, they are not immune from 
vulnerability.  Many are unfamiliar with the modus operandi of the Irish public service, and there can 
be language and cultural barriers.  In addition, those from non-EU countries are even more likely to 
find themselves in difficult circumstances.  These include overcrowded accommodation and economic 
exploitation.  Over the course of the data collection, several interviewees spoke about non-Irish 
nationals living in house-shares with up to twelve and fifteen adults in a house.   They also referred to 
foreign nationals not being fully aware of their rights, and they spoke about landlords making 
unannounced visits to rental properties.  Some also recounted instances of employers providing 
accommodation and food, but no wages.  There is a strong sense among stakeholders that ethnic 
minorities merit particular attention in addressing homelessness, and in efforts to reduce the risk of 
homelessness.   
 
The lack of a Refuge  
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An over-riding challenge in Carlow is the lack of a women’s refuge in the county.  While all 
interviewees were complimentary in their assessments of the Amber Women’s Refuge in Kilkenny, 
they recognise it is serving two counties, and that is has limited capacity.  Amber provides a safe place 
for women and children who need to get away from violent or abusive situations.  In addition to 
providing accommodation, Amber offers a range of socio-psychological supports, so that women can 
transition back to living safely and independently in their communities.  While Carlow women have 
benefited from Amber’s services, its geographical location (in Kilkenny City) is far from ideal.  If a 
Carlow family goes to stay in Amber, children’s attendance at their local school may be disrupted and 
women (and children) will be away from potentially supportive friends and social networks.  Some 
interviewees stated that Carlow women and children fleeing violent homes are accommodated in 
refuges in Kildare and Dublin, and that some end up on the streets of Dublin.  These experiences all 
point to the merits of Carlow having its own women’s refuge.  There is very strong support for such a 
facility in the county, and several of the agencies that took part in this research indicated that they 
would be willing to contribute to its development and operation.  Stakeholders are conscious of the 
costs that would be involved in constructing or refurbishing a building, and more particularly, the costs 
associated with running such a service.  They note the need for a concerted effort at local level, as 
well as support from central government.  There is also a clear recognition across all agencies that any 
refuge ought not to be a ‘place of escape’, but a place where holistic supports can be provided.  Some 
referred to what they perceive to be ‘good practice examples’ elsewhere, but when interviewees were 
pressed on their knowledge of these facilities, they acknowledged a need for further investigation and 
research, so that Carlow secures a bespoke facility that responds effectively to the needs of women 
and families locally. 
 
The need for further resources 
  
Interviewees reported that as the scale and depth of the housing and homelessness challenges 
become more manifest, agencies are becoming more aware of the associated complexities.  Firstly, 
there is a growing realisation that the undersupply of social and affordable housing needs to be 
addressed, and that the distorted housing market need to be re-oriented, so that it provides for 
citizens and communities, rather than for banks and investors.  Secondly, there is also a growing 
recognition that homelessness does not just present as rough sleeping, and that there are multiple 
forms of homelessness.  Thirdly, stakeholders increasingly realise that in order to prevent people 
becoming homeless and to enable those who are homeless to live independent and rewarding lives, 
there is a need for investment in education, community development, health and social services.  
Such investment in County Carlow will enhance and further unleash the expertise and knowledge of 
the many organisations and individuals who are already working in these fields.  Above all, 
stakeholders (service users and providers) emphasise the need to enhance mental health services, 
and to promote wellness among all citizens, especially among young people.  

4.4  Improving and Enhancing Services and Reponses in Carlow 
 
All stakeholders are of the view that the following elements and approaches are integral to improving 
and enhancing services and responses: 
 

 The development of a Hub and a more holistic and community approach  
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 Prevention and early intervention; 
 Increased collaboration – particularly at a systemic level; and 
 Influencing National Policy, A people-centred economy and housing market. 
 

1. The development of a Hub, more holistic and community approach  
 
As noted already in this report, there is strong support among agencies and among women affected 
by homelessness for a ‘hub’ in Carlow.  Such a hub would provide many of the services available at 
Amber in Kilkenny.  In addition to acting as a women’s refuge, the hub would serve as “a supportive 
environment”, so that women and their families would be empowered to return to their family homes, 
and to live with confidence and security.  Stakeholders are keen to avoid families being split up – due 
to domestic violence or other pressures.  Many stressed that the hub ought to have individual 
apartments, as well as communal spaces and on-site access to mental health, psychological, social 
care and family support services.  They emphasised the importance of women continuing to link in 
systematically with these services even after they have left the hub.  Stakeholders noted that while 
Amber is largely a statutory response, the ‘Carlow Hub’ ought to reflect and include community-led 
responses and approaches, and they recommended that community-based social services and social 
housing bodies be involved in governance and decision-making.  Interviewees underlined the need to 
“avoid the mistakes of the direct provision system, in every sense”.  They also noted the importance 
of gender-proofing, so that the hub caters specifically for the needs of women and children. 
 
A number of community-based service providers are already very conscious of the gender dimension 
of homelessness and are proactive in responding to the specific needs of women and girls.  Some 
provide female hygiene products, because as one service coordinator noted, “not only are these items 
a necessity in the lives of women and girls, but they are often sacrificed in favour of something else. 
From time to time, we receive donations from a local pharmacy that we leave in our bathroom for 
anyone who needs them.  This is neither consistent nor does it fill the needs of the women and girls, 
who go without on the months that we don't have them.  I have met many women who are 
consistently doing without these items and who are embarrassed to request them”.  Service providers 
also noted that at various times in their lives, and depending on their family stage, women will incur 
particular expenses, such as nappies, first aid supplies and stationery.  They recommended the 
establishment of a ‘bank’ where women can discretely collect such items. 
 
Closely linked to developing a hub, stakeholders stressed the importance of ‘stepdown’ and 
‘transitional’ facilities, so that persons exiting the Department of Psychiatry or other highly-structured 
environments can successfully make a transition to independent living.  They remarked that service 
providers would work intensively with individuals and families during their time in transitional 
facilities, and that they would continue to provide supports, on a graduated scale, as they move into 
social housing and / or private housing.  In such circumstances, as well as in those where women / 
families are at risk of homelessness, there is, according to stakeholder, “a need for a whole of 
household approach… to work with all the family… [and] to get the likes of Barnardos in straightaway, 
so that the children can receive support”. 
 
It is clear from this research and indeed from other work on service provision in Ireland that the 
austerity agenda, since 2009, has had a severely delimiting effect on the ability of statutory and non-
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statutory bodies to be strategic and to respond effectively to the needs of women and families 
affected by homelessness, among other vulnerable groups.  The depletion of the mental health 
services was the most frequently-cited factor in the weakening of support services.  Respondents also 
note the need to “arrest the loss of social workers.  They are going into the specialist areas, rather 
than being in community / family settings”.  Many people also referred to the absence of a 
psychologist and the failure to fill some posts in the health services.  Several interviewees expressed 
concerns that community-based services in general, and FRCs in particular, are being placed under 
undue pressures in dealing with complex cases.  These sentiments, and others expressed over the 
course of the research, reveal how agencies / organisations and their personnel, have come to spend 
more time firefighting and on advocacy, and less time acting strategically.  Indeed, there is evidence 
to suggest that some services are approaching crises, or may well be in crisis already.  In moving from 
reactive to proactive and strategic responses to homelessness and the full gamut of related social 
issues, it is essential to invest in the relevant services and to appropriate training and supports to 
enable personnel to do their jobs effectively. 

 
 
2. Prevention and Early Intervention 
 
Given the costs associated with homelessness – for those directly affected and for the wider society, 
all stakeholders in Carlow were of the view that policy and practice interventions ought to focus on 
minimising the risk of homelessness and preventing people from ever becoming homelessness.   
 
Among the interventions they favour in these respects are: 

 Agencies would welcome greater involvement by the HSE in partnership arrangements 
generally, and specifically in giving effect to preventive approaches;  

 Addressing mental health issues more strongly in Carlow, including lobbying for the upscaling 
of the mental health services in the County, through the LCDC and other bodies. 

 Supporting the FRC’s and others to develop wellness and wellbeing initiatives for families, and 
especially among young people (aged 14-29 years); 

 Promoting holistic, therapies and family support mechanisms in partnership with Carlow 
Mental Health Association and other agencies; 

 Developing a local awareness-raising and information campaign on domestic violence 
 In association with the new Migrant Integration strategy, developing a programme to address 

and challenge cultural norms associated with the subordination of women, particularly, 
though not exclusively, in immigrant communities; 

 Supporting initiatives which focus on the emotional awareness of men and boys who 
perpetrate violence, or who have violent tendencies, to correct their attitudes and 
behaviours; 

 Enabling youth ‘at risk’ to stay in education for as long as possible – either in formal second 
level education or in programmes such as Youthreach; 

 Investing more in the youth services to empowering young people, so they are not lured into 
addictions; 

 Expanding the range and scope of supports and treatments for those with addiction problems; 
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 Prevention and early intervention; 
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 Ensuring that adequate community development supports are in place at local level, by 
strengthening civil society, increasing investment in the Family Resource Centres and social 
inclusion projects and ensuring that people can fully access the supports available from 
organisations such as MABS, Citizens’ Information Centres, trade unions and other supportive 
frameworks; and 

 Providing greater support to families / households though counselling and statutory 
psychology services 

 Continue to provide mediation, personal development programmes and parenting 
programmes in association with the Family Resource Centres, St Catherine’s and Barnardos 
and Carlow County Development Partnership, so that people have greater coping skills and so 
that communication within households is more constructive, affirmative and supportive. 

 
3. Increased Collaboration – particularly at a systemic level 

 
Our research has already noted the benefits associated with the increasing levels of collaboration 
between agencies in Carlow and stakeholders display a willingness and commitment to deepen this 
approach. Service providers are generally of the view that such collaboration can, as one HAT 
member stated, “move up a few gears”, so that agencies work together on specific projects and in 
taking broader approaches to preventing homelessness. 
 
 In these respects, they recommend that: 

 Collaboration ought to extend to involve statutory and non-statutory bodies (specifically the 
Peter McVerry Trust, Focus Ireland and Simon) – combine the best from both sets of expertise; 

 Other / more community-based organisations (e.g., GAA) ought to be involved in supporting 
households, particularly in promoting positive mental health; 

 All agencies should have a fuller understanding of the operation of the housing list, and 
should be able to input into decision-making, so that Carlow County Council can draw on their 
expertise; 

 There needs to be greater liaison between the HAT and other appropriate bodies with the 
ability to alleviate and prevent homelessness – including the LCDC, LTACC (Local Traveller 
Accommodation Consultative Committee) and Mental Health Association, as well as with 
TUSLA and social work teams;  

 There needs to be a concerted interagency approach, including the HSE, the DEASP and others 
in developing for Carlow a case-management approach to accompany an individual or a 
family move out of homelessness into rental housing or supported housing; and   

 Quotas in respect of Traveller accommodation must be achieved, not just in Carlow, but 
throughout the State, and the Travelling Community ought to be properly consulted in the 
development of housing policy and the design of housing schemes. 

 
Collaborative approaches to service delivery require collaborative governance, and in this respect 
stakeholders acknowledge the role and achievements of the HAT in identifying needs; enabling and 
enhancing information-sharing; and in facilitating agencies to work collaboratively in responding to 
particular individuals and families.  .  Some suggested that the HAT membership be expanded, or that 
it engages more formally with the likes of the Department of Employment Affairs and Social 
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Protection, the Probation Services, TUSLA and the voluntary housing bodies.  Several stakeholders 
stated that they would also like to see more housing expertise (especially from the voluntary housing 
bodies) on the Housing Strategic Policy Committee (SPC), and they also favour the HAT making formal 
progress report presentations to the SPC at regular intervals.  Collaborative governance also implies 
participation by citizens and end users, and in this respect, there is scope in Carlow for greater 
consultations and engagements, in the first instance, in addition to formal representation on decision-
making bodies, by persons affected by homelessness 
 
4. Influencing National Policy - A People-Centred Economy and Housing Market 

 
Throughout the course of this research, there were several discussions about national housing policy 
and the performance of the housing market across the country.  While it is beyond the scope of this 
report to review the entire national situation, it is evident that Carlow is on the receiving end of 
national policy, rather than actively shaping it.  This is largely due to the centralised nature of the 
Irish state and the subordinate position of local government relative to central government.  While 
decentralisation has become the norm across EU member states, Ireland stands out as lacking a 
regional tier of government and as having a concentration of political power in the capital city.  
Consequently, regions, counties and local areas have little say over housing policy, but county councils 
are expected to administer schemes that are designed at national, rather than at local level.  The 
relative weakness of policy and decision-making functions at the local level is resulting in local actors, 
including politicians, becoming focused on singular issues and on individual cases, rather than on 
reviewing the operation of housing policy and systems.  A number of interviewees referred to the UK 
system for the allocation of housing; this operates through an on-line system that allows applicants to 
monitor their standing on the housing list.  Indeed, there were several requests by statutory and non-
statutory actors, outside of local government, for greater clarity on how the housing allocation model 
operates.  Some also recommended strengthening linkages between SPCs, with each supplying 
periodic reports to the others and identifying areas for joint-action.  It was also suggested that until 
such time as the current housing crisis has been properly addressed, functions associated with 
recreation and amenity ought to be transferred from the Housing SPC, either to another SPC or to an 
interim working group. 
 
Considering the current disconnect stakeholders observe between national-level policy and local 
action, there are a number of lessons arising from this study in Carlow that ought to be conveyed to 
policy makers.  In the first instance, stakeholders identify the importance of housing policy working in 
tandem with social inclusion policy, so that persons / households who seek to better themselves are 
not removed from the housing list.  At present, the income threshold to get on the housing list in 
Carlow stands at €27,590 for a couple.  As an individual / couple / family may be on the list for a 
considerable period of time, the system ought not to operate in such a way as to oblige a couple to 
stay below this income threshold; as one councillor stated, “the system cannot be imprisoning people 
in a poverty trap”.  In the second instance, and as part of the concerted efforts required to prevent 
people becoming homeless, stakeholders identify a need to ensure adequate supports are in place to 
support those who have problems meeting rent and mortgage payments.  There was a broad welcome 
for the work of Abhaile in this respect over recent years, but a number of women interviewees spoke 
about the pressures they were under, with some prioritising paying the rent over buying food.  Thirdly, 
interviewees spoke extensively and passionately about the need to provide more social housing, and 
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the predominant view among service providers and among those living in social housing is that the 
Part V approach works best.  As one mother stated, “it avoids the creation of ghettos and future social 
problems and it makes us feel normal… wanted”.  Several interviewees spoke at length about the 
shortcomings associated with an “over reliance on the private sector” and the private rental market.  
Acknowledging the work of Carlow County Council in providing social housing, they wish to see further 
social housing coming on stream, and call on the council to do everything possible to expedite 
construction projects, enforce better quality standards and deal with landlords who try to exploit 
tenants.  In making such calls, interviewees noted that funding cutbacks and inadequate staffing over 
the past decade have put council services under pressure.  Several interviewees stressed the 
importance of providing housing for the Travelling community, and they also noted housing needs in 
rural parts of the county.  Fourthly, interviewees commented very favourably on the various housing 
charities, and they are keen to see these organisations being part of the mainstream in supporting 
those who are homeless or at risk of homelessness.  Finally, they acknowledge the work of the 
voluntary housing bodies, and envisage these becoming more prominent in providing social housing 
and in supporting women and families. 
 
 

4.5  To Sum up: The need for Investment and Resources 
 

This report had already articulated several recommendations as to how women and families can be 
supported to both avoid and overcome homelessness.  Indeed, the observations and 
recommendations proffered by the many interviewees who participated in this research are also 
relevant to men, and they have applicability beyond County Carlow.  The research acknowledges that 
the problems and challenges are stark, and that they have been getting worse in recent years.  
However, it also notes that there are several good practices and successful initiatives locally, and there 
is a clear commitment among stakeholders to strengthen and to build on what is working well.  There 
is also a commitment to enhancing inter-agency working and a greater focus on dealing with systemic 
issues.  
 
Our research findings point to the strategic importance of investing in: 

 Gender proofing – specific services and supports for women and for children, including a 
holistic ‘hub’ in Carlow; 

 Preventive approaches, especially in community-based and formal mental health services; 
 Community development and family supports, including enabling young people to stay in 

education; 
 Youth services, including community-based activities, garda diversion and youth mentoring; 
 Transitional accommodation arrangements – underpinned by holistic and person-centred 

support infrastructure; 
 Specific work with ethnic minorities – the Travelling community and non-Irish nationals; 
 Training of agency personnel – to include foreign languages (Polish, Lithuanian and Romanian/ 

Moldovan) and dealing with women in vulnerable situations (e.g., those affected by domestic 
violence / abuse); 
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 More affordable and social housing, with an expansion and mainstreaming of the roles played 
by housing charities and associations; 

 
Service providers in Carlow are conscious of the challenges associated with delivering on these 
recommendations.  They acknowledge the problems that may arise from NIMBYism12 and prejudices, 
and several, including county councillors, recommend complete de-politicisation of operational 
matters relating to housing, so that councillors can devote their energies more fully to housing and 
planning policies and to providing civic leadership in enabling stakeholders to come together more 
effectively.  Stakeholders are clearly cognisant of the multi-faceted nature of the housing and 
homelessness crisis and display a commitment to collaborative and concerted action.  While 
conscious of the challenges, they are well aware that other more complex social and economic 
problems have been addressed, and that they are fully capable, with support, of addressing the issues 
identified in this report. 
  

                                                             
12 The acronym NIMBY refers to ‘Not In My Back Yard’. 
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5.  Analysis and Recommendations 
 

“I’m going to make some suggestions.  Suggestions, I think, have to be very plain and 
specific nowadays.  We really need to think of housing again as a way in which we feel 
safe about where we are: not as a source of investment or a pension or something that 
can be used for profit, but instead as primarily a source of shelter” (Dorling, 2014: 38).  

 
The data – observations, experiences and reflections offered by Carlow-based stakeholders provide 
insights into the housing and homelessness situation in the county.  In addition, they identify and 
articulate issues and they provide signposts that are relevant in other geographies as well.  Moreover, 
the recommendations they have put forward (Section 4.5) are supported by independent research 
and international literature, in addition to local experiences. 
 

1. The findings reveal that homelessness in Carlow has a definite gender dimension; the 
experiences of women are different to those of men.  The international literature suggests 
that females’ experiences of family homelessness are more strongly correlated with poverty.  
A study among homeless women in Ireland observed that, “the early weeks and months of 
the women’s homelessness were characterised by a lack of service engagement, as most 
actively sought ways to avoid homeless hostels because of stigma, fear, and the perceived 
negative consequences of entering these environments” (Mayock et al., 2015: 7).   
Experiences in Carlow echo these findings and reveal that there is an under-recording of 
homelessness and that services are not reaching all those who are in need of support.  The 
Carlow data also suggested patterns of repeat homelessness among women.  There is 
evidence, despite the best efforts of agencies (statutory and voluntary), of revolving doors 
and discontinuities of care, with the result that some women are vulnerable to further 
exploitation and violence.  The local situation is typical of the wider experiences of women 
and children affected by homelessness.  In their study on behalf of the Simon Communities, 
Mayock et al. concluded that many women engage in a “pattern of institutional cycling” 
(2015b: 38), and that the majority have complex and interrelated needs.  Complexities are 
most acute among women who have criminal convictions, drug addictions and mental health 
difficulties and among those who are being exploited and / or abused.   

 
2. During the course of the research, stakeholders referred to the importance of services being 

local, accessible, bespoke, holistic, integrated, culturally appropriate and wrap-around.  
They advocated specifically for a family hub, where women can feel secure and can access 
appropriate supports.  The TusLá needs analysis (undertaken for Tusla) in respect of the 
services available to victims of domestic and sexual violence in Carlow and Kilkenny noted 
that,  

“The key gaps in Carlow are the lack of a model and level of service provision for DV 
which represents an integrated response to meeting a range of client, interagency and 
community needs.  Current provision is not strategically and operationally outcome 
focused. Also, there is a lack of access to emergency accommodation locally and a 
dedicated service to children. The SV service in Carlow provides individual counselling and 
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well-established schools’ programmes, but is unsustainable due to dependence on 
voluntary counsellor providers” (2018: i). 

 
3. The research also highlighted the importance of continuity in service provision, and 

stakeholders emphasised the need for appropriate step-down and transitional facilities and 
supports for people as they transition to independent living.  Such facilities are particularly 
important for those who are in contact with the mental health services.   

 
4. The fieldwork also identified serious issues in relation to traveller accommodation, and the 

need for more concerted efforts to eliminate homelessness among Traveller families. There 
has been a significant increase in 2018 in the number of families living on the roadside in 
Carlow.   Challenges persist at local and national level, and in 2017, Ireland’s local authorities 
spent just €4.8m out of an available €9m in funding for Traveller housing.  The lack of 
appropriate accommodation is associated with other forms of deprivation experienced by 
Travellers, including below average levels of educational attainment and reduced life 
expectancy. 

 
5. Ethnic Minorities were also cited in this research as being particularly vulnerable.  Experiences 

in Carlow tally with research undertaken by Grotti, et al. (2018) that referred to foreign 
nationals’ experiences of overcrowding and sub-standard accommodation.  The findings point 
to the need for further outreach work to engage more effectively with non-Irish nationals. 

 
6. This study has presented data in respect of children’s experiences of homelessness.  This was 

important given the knowledge gaps that have existed.  “Children living in hidden 
homelessness have been forgotten for too long. Nationally the exact scale of the problem 
remains unclear; however a significant proportion of the children Barnardos works with are 
living in unsuitable, unsustainable accommodation that is not their own. They live a life of 
uncertainty, reliant on the charity of their host” (Barnardos, 2018: 7).  These words convey 
many of the sentiments and experiences that arose over the course of the fieldwork in Carlow.  
In addition, stakeholders in Carlow spoke about the insecurities and disruptions to children’s 
lives, resulting from homelessness and the risk of homelessness.  They also noted the work 
being done by schools and by voluntary bodies to support children, and they underscored the 
importance of supporting and further investing in such work.  The research findings in Carlow 
support the assertion, in the literature that actions related to Travellers, non-nationals and 
those with disabilities including mental health and addiction issues should be prioritised.  

 
7. Carlow-based stakeholders’ views tally with O’Sullivan’s recommendations (2015) that clients 

ought to be moved through services as quickly as possible, and not allowed to linger in 
emergency or so-called ‘temporary’ accommodation, not only because such ‘sticking-plaster’ 
approaches are expensive, they increase the distress and anxiety of those whom service 
providers seek to support.  While acknowledging the kindness shown by hotel and B&B 
owners and staff, all stakeholders report that life in temporary accommodation is 
particularly detrimental to child development.  They favour diverting investments from 
temporary fixes to more strategic and sustainable supports, including above all, the provision 
of social housing.  Their views reflect those of Hearne et al., (2014: 58) that “social housing 
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5.  Analysis and Recommendations 
 

“I’m going to make some suggestions.  Suggestions, I think, have to be very plain and 
specific nowadays.  We really need to think of housing again as a way in which we feel 
safe about where we are: not as a source of investment or a pension or something that 
can be used for profit, but instead as primarily a source of shelter” (Dorling, 2014: 38).  

 
The data – observations, experiences and reflections offered by Carlow-based stakeholders provide 
insights into the housing and homelessness situation in the county.  In addition, they identify and 
articulate issues and they provide signposts that are relevant in other geographies as well.  Moreover, 
the recommendations they have put forward (Section 4.5) are supported by independent research 
and international literature, in addition to local experiences. 
 

1. The findings reveal that homelessness in Carlow has a definite gender dimension; the 
experiences of women are different to those of men.  The international literature suggests 
that females’ experiences of family homelessness are more strongly correlated with poverty.  
A study among homeless women in Ireland observed that, “the early weeks and months of 
the women’s homelessness were characterised by a lack of service engagement, as most 
actively sought ways to avoid homeless hostels because of stigma, fear, and the perceived 
negative consequences of entering these environments” (Mayock et al., 2015: 7).   
Experiences in Carlow echo these findings and reveal that there is an under-recording of 
homelessness and that services are not reaching all those who are in need of support.  The 
Carlow data also suggested patterns of repeat homelessness among women.  There is 
evidence, despite the best efforts of agencies (statutory and voluntary), of revolving doors 
and discontinuities of care, with the result that some women are vulnerable to further 
exploitation and violence.  The local situation is typical of the wider experiences of women 
and children affected by homelessness.  In their study on behalf of the Simon Communities, 
Mayock et al. concluded that many women engage in a “pattern of institutional cycling” 
(2015b: 38), and that the majority have complex and interrelated needs.  Complexities are 
most acute among women who have criminal convictions, drug addictions and mental health 
difficulties and among those who are being exploited and / or abused.   

 
2. During the course of the research, stakeholders referred to the importance of services being 

local, accessible, bespoke, holistic, integrated, culturally appropriate and wrap-around.  
They advocated specifically for a family hub, where women can feel secure and can access 
appropriate supports.  The TusLá needs analysis (undertaken for Tusla) in respect of the 
services available to victims of domestic and sexual violence in Carlow and Kilkenny noted 
that,  

“The key gaps in Carlow are the lack of a model and level of service provision for DV 
which represents an integrated response to meeting a range of client, interagency and 
community needs.  Current provision is not strategically and operationally outcome 
focused. Also, there is a lack of access to emergency accommodation locally and a 
dedicated service to children. The SV service in Carlow provides individual counselling and 

47 
 

well-established schools’ programmes, but is unsustainable due to dependence on 
voluntary counsellor providers” (2018: i). 

 
3. The research also highlighted the importance of continuity in service provision, and 

stakeholders emphasised the need for appropriate step-down and transitional facilities and 
supports for people as they transition to independent living.  Such facilities are particularly 
important for those who are in contact with the mental health services.   

 
4. The fieldwork also identified serious issues in relation to traveller accommodation, and the 

need for more concerted efforts to eliminate homelessness among Traveller families. There 
has been a significant increase in 2018 in the number of families living on the roadside in 
Carlow.   Challenges persist at local and national level, and in 2017, Ireland’s local authorities 
spent just €4.8m out of an available €9m in funding for Traveller housing.  The lack of 
appropriate accommodation is associated with other forms of deprivation experienced by 
Travellers, including below average levels of educational attainment and reduced life 
expectancy. 

 
5. Ethnic Minorities were also cited in this research as being particularly vulnerable.  Experiences 

in Carlow tally with research undertaken by Grotti, et al. (2018) that referred to foreign 
nationals’ experiences of overcrowding and sub-standard accommodation.  The findings point 
to the need for further outreach work to engage more effectively with non-Irish nationals. 

 
6. This study has presented data in respect of children’s experiences of homelessness.  This was 

important given the knowledge gaps that have existed.  “Children living in hidden 
homelessness have been forgotten for too long. Nationally the exact scale of the problem 
remains unclear; however a significant proportion of the children Barnardos works with are 
living in unsuitable, unsustainable accommodation that is not their own. They live a life of 
uncertainty, reliant on the charity of their host” (Barnardos, 2018: 7).  These words convey 
many of the sentiments and experiences that arose over the course of the fieldwork in Carlow.  
In addition, stakeholders in Carlow spoke about the insecurities and disruptions to children’s 
lives, resulting from homelessness and the risk of homelessness.  They also noted the work 
being done by schools and by voluntary bodies to support children, and they underscored the 
importance of supporting and further investing in such work.  The research findings in Carlow 
support the assertion, in the literature that actions related to Travellers, non-nationals and 
those with disabilities including mental health and addiction issues should be prioritised.  

 
7. Carlow-based stakeholders’ views tally with O’Sullivan’s recommendations (2015) that clients 

ought to be moved through services as quickly as possible, and not allowed to linger in 
emergency or so-called ‘temporary’ accommodation, not only because such ‘sticking-plaster’ 
approaches are expensive, they increase the distress and anxiety of those whom service 
providers seek to support.  While acknowledging the kindness shown by hotel and B&B 
owners and staff, all stakeholders report that life in temporary accommodation is 
particularly detrimental to child development.  They favour diverting investments from 
temporary fixes to more strategic and sustainable supports, including above all, the provision 
of social housing.  Their views reflect those of Hearne et al., (2014: 58) that “social housing 



48 
 

also has many benefits for its tenants, including relatively low rents (generally), greater 
security of tenure, and for most tenants a permanent home within a community where they 
have strong family and neighbourhood connections”.  The research findings in Carlow strongly 
emphasise that social housing provision is about ‘soft infrastructure’ as much as it is about 
‘hard infrastructure’.   

““The importance of a stable and sustainable supply of good quality housing for our 
society is incontrovertible. Houses become homes, which in turn create neighbourhoods 
and communities. These enable members of our society to flourish. All of these 
components are essential for a good quality of life. People need different levels of support 
to enable them to live independently in the community” (Logan, 2018:2). 
 

Therefore, mixed tenure housing and the avoidance of socio-economic segregation are essential to 
ensuring that inter-generational cycles of deprivation and social inclusion are alleviated and that social 
and cultural capital are fostered and nurtured.  Social housing needs to be accompanied by the 
provision of social services, including community development and family support.  As the 
aforementioned TúsLá report notes, “the FRCs and community services in both counties [Carlow and 
Kilkenny] are playing a role in establishing a safe and trusting relational environment which supports 
disclosure of DV and SV” (2018: iii).  The expertise and endogenous approaches of family resource 
centres, Carlow County Development Partnership, homelessness charities, voluntary housing 
associations and other community-based organisations represent important assets in promoting 
sustainable communities, and these merit additional supports and investment.  As one-size-fits-all 
approaches are inappropriate in community and local development, these organisations must be 
permitted and supported to be flexible and innovative, and specifically the voluntary housing bodies 
ought to have increased nominating rights (in the selection of tenants). 
 

8. Our research has shown that Carlow County Council and community / voluntary organisations 
are among the most important sources of support for women and families affected by 
homelessness.  Local authorities have specific legislative responsibilities and statutory 
functions in respect of housing.  However, local government and the community and 
voluntary sector have borne the brunt of public service cutbacks since 2009 (Harvey, 2012; 
Callanan, 2018).  Moreover, the community and voluntary sector and local development 
partnerships have become increasingly straightjacketed, and their capacity for innovation, 
collaborative governance, autonomous decision-making and stakeholder engagement has 
been compromised by the imposition of exogenous procedures and multiplicitous reporting 
mechanisms (Forde et al., 2015; Kelleher and O’Neill, 2018).  Reversing the cuts to local 
government and the community sector, allowing local authorities to have greater autonomy 
and strengthening the capacity of the local development sector are important in ensuring 
more holistic responses to the needs of homeless persons, among others, and the effective 
delivery of ‘wrap around’ supports and integrated services.   
 

9. In Carlow, there is already clear evidence of good practice in respect of inter-agency working, 
not least through the HAT.  However, there is a desire and a commitment among agencies to 
progress from issue-based to more systemic forms of collaboration, so as to deal more 
effectively with system failures / shortcomings and to ensure a more proactive, strategic, long-
term and sustainable approach to preventing homelessness and to supporting those whom it 
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affects.  The research has identified specific steps that can be taken in this regard, including 
greater liaison between the HAT and the Housing SPC.  Greater engagement from the health 
sector and earlier, constructive and supportive intervention in the areas of family support and 
mental health are essential.  

 
10. This report adds weight to the body of evidence that points to the compelling need for 

national policy to support local action.  In that context, it is worth recalling the letter from 
subject experts that was published in the Irish Times in September 2018, 
 
 In it, the authors recommended:  

 We should hold a referendum to enshrine the right to housing in the Constitution. 
 We should emulate countries that provide successful housing systems, like Austria and 

Denmark, where the social housing sector comprises between 25 per cent and 45 per cent of 
total housing stock; 

 The State should use its land bank and “fiscal space” to increase the building and provision of 
public housing dramatically, for a mix of incomes (including cost rental) and household types; 

 Derelict properties should be subject to compulsory purchase orders by local authorities and 
brought back into use; 

 The recommendations of the Kenny Report13 on acquisition of land should be implemented, 
and the vacant land tax increased and brought forward; 

 Private rents should be affordable and tenancies secure, with tenants having the option of 
life-time tenancy; and 

 Emergency legislation should be introduced to make it illegal for landlords, banks and 
investment funds to evict tenants and homeowners in mortgage distress into homelessness. 

 
Their recommendations are based on an extensive evidence base and decades of research in Ireland 
and internationally.  Interestingly, and unsurprisingly, they emerged directly and indirectly throughout 
this report, thereby indicating that as service providers and agencies in Carlow give effect to this 
report’s recommendations locally, they should be able to count on reforms and progress at national 
level.  The challenges associated with homelessness are significant and they have increased in recent 
years.  Yet, they are surmountable.  Stakeholders in Carlow are realistic about the work that needs to 
be done, and they are determinately resolute.  This report ought to support all of them in striving 
collectively to eliminate homelessness, and in the process, in promoting social inclusion and thriving 
communities.  
  

                                                             
13 Published in 1973, the Kenny Report recommended that local authorities be given the right to acquire undeveloped lands 
at existing use value plus 25 per cent by adopting Designated Area Schemes. This financial deal was deemed “a reasonable 
compromise between the rights of the community and those of the landowners” (Kenny, 1973: 40). The committee believed 
this would in turn stymie the disproportionate price rise in building land and thus end speculative land banking. 
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