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Meeting of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Housing, Planning, 

Community and Local Government 

 

Meeting of 20th September 2017  

 

Opening Statement of Mary Hurley, Assistant Secretary   

 

Cathaoirleach, Committee members, thank you for the opportunity to appear again 

before the Committee, this time to discuss the research report prepared by Dr. Rory 

Hearne and Dr. Mary Murphy, entitled ‘Investing in the Right to a Home: Housing, 

HAPs and Hubs’.  

I am joined today by two of my colleagues –  

 

 Brian Kenny, Principal Officer, who has responsibility for our Homelessness and 

Housing Inclusion Unit; and  

 Thomas Gallagher, Assistant Principal, with responsibility for the Housing 

Assistance Payment Scheme.  

 

The Report before us today focusses on a range of issues, including reviewing certain 

aspects of Rebuilding Ireland, and exploring the experience of both those in receipt of 

support under the Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) scheme (including the 

enhanced support provided under Homeless HAP), and those endeavouring to access 

a HAP tenancy. The Report also focusses on the experience of families in emergency 

accommodation, in particular Family Hubs, and makes a number of social housing 

policy recommendations.  

 

Let me say at the outset, it is always useful to get an overview of housing supports and 

schemes from an external point of view, and indeed significant learning can be gained 

by exposure to both positive and negative feedback on HAP and Family Hubs, as 

experienced by those who are using those supports.  
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In the context of the issues reflected in the Report, and given this is the first day of the 

new Dáil term, I would like to take the opportunity to briefly update you on some of the 

progress over the last number of months in tackling homelessness and on the 

homeless measures that are currently being advanced on foot of the Emergency 

Homeless Summit, which Minister Murphy arranged in August and which took place, 

earlier this month.  

 This year €1.3 billion is being provided to support social housing delivery, 

including longer term accommodation for homeless families. In excess of 3,000 

households left homelessness into sustainable tenancies in 2016.  In the first 

quarter of this year, more than 900 additional households were supported in 

exiting homelessness.   

 

 Despite this very significant progress in supporting households to secure longer 

term housing solutions, the level of new presentations remains challenging and 

the number of families accessing homeless accommodation has increased over 

the last year.  August, however, will show a slight decrease in the number of 

families homeless in the Dublin region.  

 

 In terms of the commitment to only use commercial hotels and B&Bs for families 

in exceptional circumstances, over 1,000 families have now exited such 

emergency accommodation since Rebuilding Ireland was published and over 

500 families have been prevented from entering hotels.  

 

 In terms of the 647 families that were in hotels in the Dublin region at the end of 

May 2017, over 280 of these have now exited, as of the end of August, and it is 

envisaged that the remaining  families will exit to new more appropriate 

accommodation during September and October.   

 

 A number of hubs are currently being developed by the Dublin Region Homeless 

Executive to provide accommodation for over 600 families at any point in time at 

a total estimated cost of €25m. Minister Murphy has announced a further 

investment of €20m for additional family facilities/hubs which will be able to 
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accommodate at least an additional 200 families, including for locations outside 

of Dublin. 

 

 In excess of 1,000 Homeless Housing Assistance Payments have been put in 

place in Dublin, since January 2017. Arising from the recent Housing Summit, 

the HAP Place Finder Service is now also being rolled out nationally to each of 

the 31 local authorities to target HAP supported rental properties for households 

in emergency accommodation.  

 

 There are approximately 2,500 emergency beds nationally, with 2,000 in 

Dublin.  200 additional beds will be in place in Dublin by the end of the year.  

 

 Minister Murphy has also now established a Homeless Inter-Agency Group to 

deliver homeless services in a more coherent and joined-up way between the 

relevant departments and agencies, which will have its first meeting shortly.  

 

Rebuilding Ireland 

In terms of the key issues raised by Dr. Hearne and Dr. Murphy in their report, it is well 

understood that under-supply is the fundamental cause of the significant challenges in 

the housing sector.   

The Government's attention has been very much focused on addressing this, as is 

clear from the Rebuilding Ireland Action Plan on Housing and Homelessness, 

published in July 2016, and the Strategy for the Rental Sector, published in December 

2016, which set out a range of measures to accelerate supply.  These include the use 

of public land, changes to the regulatory and planning processes, funding for housing 

related infrastructure, schemes to get vacant properties back into use and a 

significantly increased social housing programme. In addition, Minister Murphy recently 

announced a change in social house building policy, which will see the housing budget 

being re-orientated towards direct build programmes for local authorities and housing 

bodies. As a result, the current target for 2018 of c.3,000 newly built homes will 

increase by almost 30% to c.3,800.  
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Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) Scheme 

HAP is both a key delivery mechanism in the context of Rebuilding Ireland, and an 

immediate and flexible form of housing support available to households with a long-

term housing need.  

Any household assessed as eligible for social housing is immediately eligible for 

housing support through the HAP scheme. HAP recipients can avail of full-time work 

and retain their housing support, with an adjustment in their differential rent; under Rent 

Supplement, these households would lose their housing support payment. There are 

currently 27,100 active HAP tenancies, with a total of 12,695 HAP tenancies set-up in 

2017 to date. These numbers indicate that the Rebuilding Ireland target of 15,000 

households to be supported by the scheme in 2017 will be met.  These tenancies 

involve more than 20,000 separate landlords and agents. The scheme has a 99% 

differential rent collection rate, with minimal arrears arising for tenants or local 

authorities, and a 99% rent payment rate with minimal difficulties arising for landlords. 

On average in 2017, more than 340 new households are being supported by the 

scheme each week. 

The evidence of the success of the HAP scheme suggests that many households want 

what HAP offers them:   

 flexible housing support with access to long term options, at a rent that’s based 

on their ability to pay; and 

 the security of knowing that they can work fulltime without losing their housing 

support.  

Comments made in the report in relation to landlords being uninterested in the scheme 

do not tally with the overall experience of the scheme’s operation.  HAP addresses 

many long standing issues raised by landlord groups, and indeed by housing 

academics, in relation to the operation of Rent Supplement. The HAP payment is made 

to the landlord on the tenant’s behalf and all payments are made electronically directly 

to the landlord - the landlord doesn’t have to collect the rent. 

It is important to recognise that in developing the HAP scheme, every effort has been 

made to provide a strong level of long-term support, while allowing for far greater 

flexibility of support, including a speed of access to the scheme that was as 

comparable to Rent Supplement. All parties to the administration of the scheme are 
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committed to providing prospective HAP tenants with the capacity to secure good 

quality, appropriate accommodation in the private market in an area they want to live in.    

Households can avail of HAP in any local authority area, subject to the current Social 

Housing Eligibility Income Bands. Inter authority movement is saving on unnecessary 

administration and removing delays for both eligible households seeking housing and 

local authorities providing housing support. The Department recognises the concerns of 

social housing tenants and applicants in relation to the transfer list option and accepts 

the need identified by the report to better communicate the operation of the transfer list 

option. 

HAP also provides much needed housing support to households who are not well 

served by traditional local authority stock, i.e. singles and lone parent families. At the 

end of Q.2 2017, a summary breakdown by household type supported demonstrates 

that 40% of HAP recipients are classed as ‘lone parent group with children’ followed by 

31% of recipients classed as ‘single/ single sharing’.  

The recently published independent review to ‘Identify the supports and barriers for 

lone parents in accessing higher education and to examine measure to increase 

participation’, which was also carried out by researchers from the National University of 

Ireland Maynooth, identifies the development and the objectives of the HAP scheme as 

“a significant step towards housing stability for lone parents who wish to participate in 

education and/ or employment.” The review goes on to state that “the Civic Forum on 

One Parent Families (2015) acknowledges the need for lone parents to avail of housing 

support, given the high cost of both housing and childcare in Ireland” and that “the Irish 

Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) also considers that the introduction 

of HAP to provide a more sustainable housing support for people on low incomes will 

go some way to addressing the affordability issue”. 

It’s also important to note that HAP has been a very successful intervention for 

homeless households , allowing more than 2,000 households in Dublin and Cork to exit 

or avoid homelessness.  

Hubs 

In relation to Dr. Hearne and Dr, Murphy’s commentary on Family Hubs, it is important 

to be clear that Family Hubs are designed to be an important first response for families 

who become homeless and who have no alternative other than commercial hotels.  
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Family Hubs provide more appropriate and suitable accommodation for families than 

commercial hotels. They are not a long term housing solution, as families will move into 

houses and apartments that will be provided under social housing supports, as supply 

becomes available.   

Housing authorities are working hard to ensure the progression of homeless families 

into independent tenancies, as quickly as possible. Indeed, since opening in June 

2017, over 50%of the families accommodated in the Mater Dei Family Hub have 

transitioned to more permanent housing solutions.   

In terms of this type of emergency accommodation, Family Hubs provides a more 

secure and stable placement for families on an on-going basis, unlike the insecurity of 

hotel accommodation especially during peak periods and holidays.  

These custom-developed facilities offer family living arrangements with a greater level 

of stability than is possible in hotel accommodation, while move-on options to long-term 

independent living are identified and secured.  Furthermore, such arrangements 

facilitate more coordinated needs assessment and support planning, including on-site 

access to required services, such as welfare, health, housing services, cooking and 

laundry facilities and appropriate family supports. 

Conclusion  

Chair, members, the Department recognises there is no one size fits all approach to 

meeting housing need. Households are different, their housing needs are different, and 

their housing needs change over time. If meeting housing need was simple, we would 

have no vacant social or private units in any local authority area in the country, we 

would not have households refusing offers of social housing on multiple occasions, we 

would not be striving to introduce greater choice and autonomy in the Housing 

allocations process through initiatives like choice based letting.  

Achieving a balanced mix of solutions must remain a priority even in the midst of the 

current housing issues we face. The introduction of HAP is a major step forward in 

introducing flexibility to meeting housing need. Many of the households in HAP today 

will move into other forms of social housing support over their lifetime, as their needs 

change and as more units become available. Many will move out of social housing 

support as their need lessens.  

My colleagues and I are happy to respond to any questions that members may have. 


