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Domestic Violence is key contributing cause to families becoming 

newly homeless – solution will need to engage with reality  

Current Homeless Crisis Putting lives of Women and Children Experiencing 

Domestic Violence at Risk  

I would like to thank you Chairman and members of the Housing and Homeless Committee for giving 

us the opportunity to be here today.  

My name is Fiona Ryan and I am the chief executive of Sonas Domestic Violence Charity, the largest 

provider of frontline support services to women, children and young people in the State although we 

primarily operate in the Greater Dublin area.  

I am accompanied by Professor Stephanie Holt of Trinity College Dublin, former head of the 

Department of Social Work at Trinity College and internationally acknowledged expert in the area of 

child welfare, protection and domestic violence.  

You might well ask why is the head of a domestic violence charity and an academic here today to 

talk to you about domestic violence, safety and protection when the committee is examining issues 

around housing and homelessness. While I can put forward the case why victims of domestic 

violence already at risk are facing a perfect storm of risk when homelessness is included, I am going 

to start with general homelessness statistics.  

In a survey of 70 families that became newly homeless in March  - 1 in 6 said domestic violence was 

the main cause of their homeless experience Add that figure to those who said they had become 

homeless in the past because of domestic violence and the figure is  closer to 1 in 4. Combine this 

figure with the hidden homeless of victims living with friends and families and the fact that 78% of 

victims do not disclose and certainly do not come to the attention of statutory or support services 

then we have a massive hidden problem. 

The overwhelming majority of these newly homeless families are female headed households. We 

spoke in our submission that domestic violence as a crime disproportionately affecting women and 

children is rarely referenced in any national housing or homeless policies. The question has to be 

asked – how are solutions to families becoming homeless to be found when one of the root causes 

of women and children becoming homeless is domestic violence and it is rarely even acknowledged. 
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To be honest, that is one of the biggest challenges we have coming before you today – naming and 

explaining the link between domestic violence, accommodation and homelessness. So mindful of the 

Committee’s goal to seek solutions to this crisis, we have one simple message: 

If we do not engage with the reality that domestic violence is a key contributing cause to families 

becoming homeless, then we will not find a solution to families becoming homeless and the 

numbers of families becoming newly homeless will continue to rise.  

This will require an inter-governmental response and recognition and engagement by all 

stakeholders but, in particular, the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government that 

domestic violence is a key contributing cause of families becoming homeless and that a dual 

approach needs to be undertaken: suitable safe accommodation and housing supports for victims 

and preventative action to ensure victims of domestic violence do not become homeless to begin 

with or have their ongoing housing stability put at risk because of abuse. 

Before coming here today, I spoke with a number of other support organisations, For those of us 

providing accommodation based support services to victims of domestic violence in the Greater 

Dublin area, Sonas, Rathmines, Saoirse and Aoibhneas refuges this current general housing and 

homeless crisis compounds a crisis in safe accommodation for victims which we had already been 

supporting victims through.   

What the current accommodation crisis has done is bring this reality to the fore. To be frank, there 

was already a crisis of suitable safe accommodation for victims of domestic violence: refuge, post-

refuge accommodation, safe homes in the community. Combined with the current accommodation 

crisis we have a perfect storm for women, children and young people experiencing domestic 

violence. 

We come before the Housing and Homeless Committee with a few simple messages:  

 It will be difficult to find a solution to families becoming homeless without engaging with the 

reality of domestic violence and the part it plays in families becoming homeless. Families are 

leaving home because of domestic violence. Again I would remind you of the 1 in 4 figure for 

families becoming newly homeless with domestic violence as a cause.  

 

 The Homeless Crisis will require a number of solutions; there is no one size fits all solution 

and for victims of domestic violence and it will require more than just housing. Victims of 

domestic violence need a variety of safe accommodation options in response to their living 

and safety needs.  

 

 Right now the safety, protection and lives of women, children and young people 

experiencing domestic violence are at risk because of the accommodation crisis.  

 

This is not an exaggeration, this is a fact. Women are telling us that they are making the 

choice, choice being used very loosely in this context, to stay and face being beaten, being 

raped, being humiliated in every way possible, rather than risk their children being 

homeless. 

 

 Safety, welfare and protection have to be the overwhelming priorities in allocating 

accommodation and housing.  
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We received confirmation that we would be going before the Committee only on Friday so we had 

limited time to circulate our submission but in that time, the following organisations have stated 

they support the submission and its call for domestic violence to be recognised as a leading cause of 

families, women and children becoming homeless; and that any solution to homelessness needs to 

engage with this reality and put in place both the specific and general measures needed to address 

the needs of victims and reduce overall homelessness.  

“ The Dublin Homeless Network acknowledges that Domestic Violence is a significant cause of 

women, children and young people coming into and remaining in homelessness.  National Housing 

and Homeless strategic responses should incorporate and recognise Domestic Violence as a 

significant issue which requires housing led and support solutions. 

“ Robust specific community based preventative measures which incorporate practical  housing 

support and information, as well as protective measures incorporating Gardai, Tusla and other 

bodies can play a part in both protecting women, children and young people and preventing 

households subject to domestic violence entering homelessness. 

“ Specific local homelessness strategic planning should consider how domestic violence responses are 

dealt within a Pathways model, ie within an overall preventative, emergency and support services 

continuum.”   

Aoibhneas, Saoirse and Rathmines Refuge, who along with Sonas’s Viva Refuge, provide refuge to 

women, children and young people in the Greater Dublin Area, have stated that they regard the 

current shortage of appropriate safe accommodation for victims and housing, as one of the greatest 

challenges to keeping women and children safe: 

“Families are remaining in unsafe and high risk situations given the lack of alternative housing or 

move on options available to them. We know women are not coming to refuge for fear of them of 

their children being homeless.” 

“The accommodation crisis is actually making the domestic violence experience worse for a lot of 

women. If they go to refuge and then have to return home to abusers, they tell us that the abuser 

feels even more that he can do what he wants. We have had clients told when they go home that 

they are trapped and have no where to go. Many of them say they won’t even risk refuge now.” 

The National Women’s Council of Ireland, Ruhama, the Immigrant Council of Ireland, the Safe Ireland 

Network who also provided this committee with a submission around domestic violence and the 

National Collective of Community Based Women’s Networks also support the key points in this 

submission.  

Solutions to this crisis will require the recognition of domestic violence as a leading cause of women, 

children, young people and families becoming homeless. It will require a whole of Government 

response. The national monitoring committee of the National Domestic and Sexual Violence Strategy 

meets for the first time tomorrow; the national strategy, which reflects Ireland’s stated international 

commitments, recognises the need for safe accommodation options for victims. We have a new 

Ministry for Housing, Planning and Local Government with a new Minister Simon Coveney whom I 

understand will be addressing this Committee on Thursday. While this committee is looking to find 

solutions. Together we have an opportunity to make a real difference to families experiencing 

homelessness and to victims of domestic violence, in many cases the exact same people, let’s take 

the opportunity to make a difference, to make it better.   
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