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Chairperson, Committee Members, 
 
I would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to appear before it 
today on the matter of the Department of Social Protection’s 
supplementary welfare allowance scheme or “SWA” as it is often referred 
to.   
 
The SWA scheme acts as the "safety net" within the overall social welfare 
system. Its objective is to provide assistance to people  whose means are 
insufficient to meet their basic needs and those of their dependants.   
There are a range of payments and supplements administered under the 
SWA scheme, ranging from basic weekly assistance to once-off emergency 
payments and assistance towards rent under the rent supplement 
payment.  
 
The SWA scheme is administered by the Department’s Community Welfare 
Service who have considerable experience in engaging with people 
experiencing challenging and financially difficult times resulting from, for 
example, unemployment, ill health, relationship breakdown and who may 
end up in homeless services. These staff are generally based in the 
Department’s Intreo centres  throughout the country and work closely with 
local authorities, Homeless Action Teams and other local stakeholders, 
including non-Government Organisations, to provide the necessary 
financial supports to facilitate people to access accommodation.   
 
Overall the response to the current extremely difficult housing situation has 
to be multi-faceted and this level of inter-agency participation ensures 
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greater integration between the key agencies involved in the area of 
homelessness and related services.  The Department is also represented on 
the Homelessness Policy Implementation Team in the Department of 
Environment, Community and Local Government, to oversee the 
implementation of the Homelessness Action Plan.    
 
Reduced supply in the private rented market  
Fundamentally, the main cause of rising rents is a lack of supply.  The 
implementation of the range of actions under the Construction 2020 
Strategy, the Social Housing Strategy 2020 and the most recent Programme 
for Government will support increased housing supply.  Notwithstanding 
this, there is an inevitable time-lag in the provision of new stock and the 
difficult and distressing challenges faced by people, including those in 
receipt of rent supplement, in maintaining suitable affordable 
accommodation are well documented. The State is a key player in providing 
support to these people and is providing funding of almost €450 million this 
year in respect of a third of the private rented sector under the rent 
supplement (€267 million), Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) (c. €48 
million) and the Rental Accommodation (c. €135 million) schemes.   The 
State is supporting almost 100,000 individuals and families under these 
three schemes.   
 
I will now provide some background information on the rent supplement 
scheme and the steps being taken by the Department to support its 
customers to maintain their homes during these difficult times.    
 
Rent Supplement Scheme 
The Government has provided over €267 million for the rent supplement 
scheme this year. There are currently approximately 56,800 rent 
supplement recipients of which almost 4,500 have been awarded in the 
first four months of 2016.   
 
The provision of support under the rent supplement scheme is a key 
priority for the Department and this issue is currently under consideration 
by the Cabinet Committee on Housing in the context of the overall 
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Government commitments contained in the Programme for a Partnership 
Government to provide affordable, quality and accessible housing.    
 
The Department has in place a number of targeted measures to ensure that 
people at risk of homelessness or loss of their tenancy continue to be 
supported under the rent supplement scheme at this time of further 
increased rents and reduced supply. The Department is operating an 
individual case management approach which is kept under constant review 
in the light of vital feedback which our staff receives from stakeholders 
including staff, customers, non-Government Organisations and Oireachtas 
members. Under this approach, each tenant’s circumstances are 
considered on a case-by-case basis, and I can assure you that rents are 
being increased above prescribed limits as necessary. Staff in the 
Community Welfare Service have a statutory discretionary power to award 
or increase a supplement for rental purposes, for example, when dealing 
with applicants who are at risk of losing their tenancy or in danger of 
homelessness.  This flexible approach has already assisted over 8,000 rent 
supplement households throughout the country to retain their rented 
accommodation. It is estimated for 2016 that the average number of 
people receiving an uplift payment will be approximately 8,900, equating to 
over 16% of the average number of people receiving rent supplement at a 
cost of over €23 million.    
 
In addition, the Department, in conjunction with Threshold, operates a 
special Protocol as part of the Tenancy Protection Service in Dublin, Cork 
city, and recently extended to Galway city and the commuter counties of 
Kildare, Meath and Wicklow, where the level of housing supply is 
particularly acute. The primary objective of the Tenancy Protection Service 
is to provide advice and support to householders experiencing housing 
problems and at risk of homelessness including advocating on their behalf 
with landlords and the Residential Tenancies Board. Almost half of the calls 
(approximately 4,000)  to the Threshold service in Dublin were resolved 
without referral to this Department or other bodies. The Protocol in place 
with this Department ensures a speedy intervention to ensure that our 
customers who are at imminent risk of losing their tenancy as a result of 
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rental payments will get immediate financial assistance. Over 2,0001 
households are receiving support through increased rental payments as a 
direct result of engagement under the Protocol. The Programme for a 
Partnership Government has identified expanding this Protocol nationwide.   
 
Rental Accommodation Scheme/Housing Assistance Payment 
The strategic policy direction of the Department is to return rent 
supplement to its original purpose of being a short-term income support 
scheme mainly for people who are unemployed. To achieve this, the 
Government has effectively two initiatives to deal with long term reliance 
on rent supplement.  The Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS) which is in 
operation since 2004 and the more recent Housing Assistance Payment 
(HAP) which has been in operation since 2014 and is a key pillar of the 
Social Housing Strategy 2020 and Pathways to Work 2016 to 2020.    
 
Under HAP, responsibility for the provision of rental assistance to those 
with a long-term housing need will transfer to local authorities.   
Furthermore, HAP will contribute to the provision of a more integrated and 
streamlined system of social housing supports as it has been designed to 
allow any households that find full-time employment to remain in the 
scheme.  HAP is currently operational in 19 of the 31 local authority areas 
and there is a homeless project operating in the 4 Dublin local authorities.   
To date there are almost 9,400 households in receipt of HAP, with over one 
third having directly transferred from long term rent supplement whilst the 
remaining are new applicants.   
 
Officials in the Department are working closely with those in the lead 
Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government and 
the relevant local authorities, in supporting the further roll out of HAP.  

Support under the Exceptional Needs Payments  

Another important element of the support provided by the Department is 
the provision of financial assistance to people towards rent deposits under 
the Exceptional Needs Payments (ENP) scheme – which is also administered 
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under SWA. The Department also considers payment of deposits under the 
HAP scheme on a case by case basis. This form of assistance is very 
important to those on low incomes who rely on the private rented market 
to meet their housing needs. To the end of April 2016, a total of 750 rent 
deposit/rent in advance payments were made at a cost of almost €465,000.  
The Department may also provide supports under this scheme to people in 
emergency accommodation, for example, assisting families with additional 
travel costs.   

Humanitarian Assistance  

In addition, the Community Welfare Service provides supports to people 
affected by flooding and other severe weather conditions. For example, 
following the severe flooding of last winter, support to some 540 
households was provided with expenditure of over €1.1 million under the 
humanitarian assistance scheme. Supports include essential personal and 
household items and restoring homes to a habitable condition. Work in this 
area is ongoing with further claims being processed as properties continue 
to dry out.  

Conclusion 
The measures I have outlined in my presentation and the recent reforms to 
the private rental sector should continue to provide increased stability in 
what has become a highly volatile rental market causing great distress to 
many families.   
 
The Department recognises that homelessness is one of the most visible 
and distressing signs of the social impact of the crisis.  The Department’s 
Community Welfare Service staff carry out a very important role in meeting 
the financial needs of those faced with the real prospect of losing their 
homes and those in emergency accommodation through the provision of 
increased rental payments under the rent supplement scheme or other 
supports under the Exceptional Needs Payments.   
 
To conclude, I want to assure Committee members that the Department 
continues to monitor the supports in place to ensure that the appropriate 
response can continue to be provided.  I would urge you to advise people 
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experiencing increased rents and facing the threat of the loss of their 
tenancy to contact the Department’s office administering their rent 
supplement claim or the Tenancy Sustainment Service, where applicable, 
without delay.   
 
I trust the presentation is of assistance to the Committee and I am happy to 
discuss any issues raised or proposals made 

Ends  


