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Introduction 

Social Justice Ireland welcomes the opportunity to make a presentation on Social Housing 

Supply to the Oireachtas Committee on Housing and Homelessness.   

The scale of the social housing challenge that Ireland faces is immense.  There are 90,000 

households on the waiting list for social housing.  Securing sufficient finance to provide the 

scale of social housing required is a major challenge. There is no possibility of providing the 

level of financing required to deal with the scale of the problem on the Government balance 

sheet within the current fiscal rules.  Social Justice Ireland recommends that Government put 

in place an off-balance sheet mechanism that could access the low-cost finance required to 

address the lack of supply of social housing sufficient to eliminate waiting lists.  

 

If social housing waiting lists are to be addressed in a sustainable way and pressure taken off 

the private rental market Social Justice Ireland believes that Government must: 

 

 Put off-balance sheet financing structures in place to generate sufficient capital to 

finance the supply of new social housing needed to eliminate current waiting lists and 

also meet the additional demand that will emerge as Ireland’s population grows. 

 Explore the utilisation of NAMA as a housing agency with the ability to access and 

distribute appropriate off-balance sheet funding and to take an active role in the 

direction and support of Approved Housing Bodies (AHBs) in the provision of social 

housing. 

 Reduce the time spent by anyone on a waiting list for social housing to a maximum of 

one year by 2021. 

 Implement a cost rental system in the social housing sector once supply is sufficient to 

eliminate social housing waiting lists. 

 

This presentation will focus specifically on social housing supply issues and our proposed 

solution.   

1. Overview 
 

Ireland is in the midst of a serious housing crisis.  Demand far exceeds supply especially in 

the Greater Dublin area.  As a result the cost of accommodation has risen steeply and is now 

far beyond the financial capacity of many.  Currently there are about 90,000 households on 

waiting lists for social housing. This number is set to rise quite dramatically as a growing 

number of households will not be in a position to finance their own accommodation.  These 

households are not in a position to purchase a house.  More detail on the broader context of 

the current crisis is outlined on pages 1-4 of our submission. 

 

In recent years Government policy was based on the premise that the private sector would 

provide sufficient rental accommodation to meet the total need for accommodation in Ireland.  

However, the private sector is nowhere near delivering the number of units required to meet 

the demand.    

 

The Government’s Social Housing Strategy (SHS) is very welcome. It is on a scale that 

Ireland has not seen for many years. However, even if it succeeds in providing the planned 

level of increase in social housing it will be far from the level required to eliminate housing 
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waiting lists.  The Strategy is not going to meet the demand unless a new approach is taken to 

securing the necessary finance. Further initiatives on a much larger scale are required if 

Ireland is to respond effectively to the current housing crisis.  

 

The key challenge is to increase the supply of housing generally and of social housing in 

particular.  Increasing the supply of social housing units will take the pressure off the private 

rental market and supply in the private sector.  It will also take families out of hotels and 

enable them to find a home, to feel secure, to build a base, find an identity and participate in a 

community and society
1
.  

 

Consequently, Social Justice Ireland recommends that Government fully resource the Social 

Housing Strategy and expand its scale to effectively eliminate the current waiting list of 

90,000 households  while also providing for the increased demand for social housing  in 

coming years.  It will not be possible for Government to finance this level of provision ‘on 

the books’ because of the fiscal rules that have been adopted since the crash. A viable means 

of financing this provision ‘off-the-books’ is urgently required. 

 

Social Justice Ireland proposes that Government (i) put off-balance sheet financing structures 

in place to generate sufficient capital to finance the supply of new social housing needed to 

eliminate current waiting lists and also meet the additional demand that will emerge as 

Ireland’s population grows, and (ii) explore the utilisation of NAMA as a housing agency 

with the ability to access and distribute appropriate off-balance sheet funding and to take an 

active role in the direction and support of Approved Housing Bodies (AHBs) in the provision 

of social housing. 

 

The Social Housing Strategy committed to providing 35,000 new social housing units by 

2020, in addition to sourcing a further 75,000 from the private rented sector, thereby 

delivering a maximum of 110,000 social housing units by 2020.  According to the Social 

Housing Statement 2015, 1450 units were delivered from the Current Expenditure 

Programme with a further 1823 sourced by way of the Rental Accommodation Scheme and 

5680 by way of the HAP payment.  These figures are far below the yearly averages required 

to deliver on the number promised under the Social Housing Strategy. 

In their report, Social Housing at the Crossroads:  Possibilities for Investment, Provision and 

Cost Rental (2014(c)), NESC reviewed current social housing policy in Ireland and selected 

European countries, and made a series of recommendations towards a ‘more unified, cost-

effective and sustainable model in Ireland’.  In order to achieve this, NESC outlined three 

main goals for Irish housing in the coming years: 

1. Affordable house purchase in a stable market that prioritises housing for occupation 

rather than speculation; 

2. Affordable and secure rental accommodation available to a significant share of the 

population; 

3. Future supply and a growing stock of homes, in well-designed sustainable 

neighbourhoods, available to those on lower incomes. 

 

                                                           
1
 Social Justice Ireland sees housing as a fundamental social right as outlined by Drudy, P.J., (2006), Housing in 

Ireland, Philosophy Problems and Policies, in Healy, S. Reynolds, B. and Collins, M. (eds) Social Policy in Ireland , 
Principles, Practice, and Problems, Liffey Press: Dublin. 
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In order to achieve the latter two goals, a fourth requirement was identified; the need for new 

institutional arrangements for housing finance, planning and land management, development, 

construction and housing management.  The report proceeds to identify an interdependent 

three-strand approach for achieving the ultimate goals, based on supply, finance and cost 

rental.  There needs to be an adequate supply of housing for those on low incomes, financed 

by way of new off-balance sheet mechanisms relying on public policy interventions on 

development.  That supply is required to stabilise the rental market and enable cost-based 

rental to work with the market, which in turn will require initial subsidies to allow housing 

bodies to service available loans.   One of the options considered is the creation of a local-

authority linked housing body or housing trust that would be outside the general government 

sector and that would provide a combination of affordable and social housing. 

 

Social Justice Ireland believes that mechanisms are available to increase the stock of social 

housing to address the current need, and calls on Government to implement policy to support 

this increase in supply by way of off-balance sheet funding and initial subsidisation to 

support the framework required.   

2. Social Justice Ireland proposal 
Social Justice Ireland’s proposal contains two components: (i) the provision of an ‘off the 

books’ financing mechanism for social housing stock through a Special Purpose Vehicle to 

be followed by (ii) the introduction of a cost rental system for social housing where the 

differential rent ceiling is removed. 

 

For the purpose of this presentation and to keep within allotted time I will focus primarily on 

the first component (financing) and refer briefly to the second component (cost rental). 

Details of the cost rental component are outlined in pages 4 and 5 of our submission. 

 

Finance 

Securing sufficient finance to provide the scale of social housing required is a major 

challenge.  It is clear that the Exchequer cannot provide the funding necessary to deal with 

the current demand, and more sustainable solutions are required. Social Justice Ireland 

recommends that Government put in place an off-balance sheet mechanism that could access 

the low-cost finance required to address the lack of supply of social housing sufficient to 

eliminate waiting lists.  

 

Social Justice Ireland supports proposals contained in a recent report by the National 

Economic and Social Council (NESC) that cover areas such as rent certainty, secure 

occupancy, tax treatment and others.    However, there is an urgent need to address the issue 

of financing to underpin the provision of social housing in the years ahead.   

To put this in context it is important to note that while Budget 2016 increased funding for 

social housing by €56m to €811m
2
 (a very welcome decision), this is still far below the 

expenditure of €1.5bn in 2008 when the demand for social housing was far less than it is 

today.  

 

Ireland cannot continue to borrow using traditional methods such as an increase in borrowing 

to fund local authority social housing because this adds to the Government deficit which 

Ireland is committed to reduce as part of the Fiscal Compact and related initiatives. There 

                                                           
2
 €379m from current expenditure and €432m from capital expenditure. 
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needs to be an adequate supply of housing for those on low incomes, financed by way of new 

off-balance sheet mechanisms. That supply is required to stabilise the rental market and 

enable cost-based rental to work within the market, which in turn will require initial subsidies 

to allow housing bodies to service available loans.   

  

Currently, the Irish Government can borrow substantial sums of money at record low interest 

rates.   Social Justice Ireland recommends that Government put in place an off-balance sheet 

mechanism that could access low-cost finance required to address the lack of supply of social 

housing sufficient to eliminate waiting lists.   Off balance sheet funding is necessary to 

address the scale of the social housing problem. 

 

One possibility might be to use a vehicle such as NAMA which has expertise in developing 

such a mechanism.  Given the fact that there are about 107,000 social housing units owned by 

Local Authorities and paying rent regularly it should be possible to put together a proposal 

that meets the Eurostat conditions for an acceptable off-balance sheet initiative.   One of the 

advantages of using NAMA is that it already has a Special Purpose Vehicle that has been 

approved by Eurostat (Eurostat, 2016)
3
.   

 

It is worth noting that Eurostat classification of Public Private Partnerships (PPP’s) implies 

that this method is unlikely to be suitable to address the supply of social housing units as 

Government would be required to take on the construction risk meaning that the PPP 

expenditure would remain on balance sheet
4
. 

 

Once the stock of social housing supply increases to such an extent that waiting lists have 

been eliminated Government should then move to a cost rental system for social housing 

stock and remove the differential rent ceiling.   
 

 

Cost Rental  

Cost rental is a mechanism by which a housing provider, rather than private landlords, 

develop accommodation and charge rent on the basis of covering capital and maintenance 

costs only.  While these costs would likely increase over time in line with inflation, it is 

proposed that such increases would still be less than a rise in market rents.  In its paper on 

cost-effective, sustainable housing models, NESC reported that current social housing rents 

are set at a level below costs, creating a reliance on State capital expenditure.  When this 

expenditure is cut, as has been the case in consecutive Budgets since 2008, the provision of 

social housing falls dramatically.   

   

From the tenant’s perspective, cost rental will at least initially mean higher rents than are 

currently being paid to AHBs and local authorities.  However, as previously referred, 

successive surveys carried out by Threshold (2014) indicate that approximately half of 

tenants in receipt of Rent Allowance are making ‘top up’ payments to private landlords and 

would welcome greater stability of rental costs.   

 

                                                           
3
 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/1015035/2993714/Irish-letter-19-10-2009.pdf/e0b0ece9-3abe-

482b-ba4d-964cb82c8879 
4
 ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/1015035/7204121/Clarification-note-Statistical-treatment-of-PPP-

contracts-accompanying-2016-MGDD.pdf 
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The NESC report clearly states that a healthy level of supply is needed to make cost based 

rental effective.   

 

Ireland needs to develop a cost rental system combined with effective rent regulation. 

Moving towards a cost-rental system would also be a step in the right direction. This would 

only be viable if a good supply of affordable accommodation to rent was available. It should 

be combined with security of tenure.    

3. Recommendations 
 

1. Put off-balance sheet financing structures in place to generate sufficient capital to 

finance the supply of new social housing needed to eliminate current waiting lists and 

also meet the additional demand that will emerge as Ireland’s population grows. 

2. Explore the utilisation of NAMA as a housing agency with the ability to access and 

distribute appropriate off-balance sheet funding and to take an active role in the 

direction and support of Approved Housing Bodies in the provision of social housing. 

3. Reduce the time spent by anyone on the waiting list for social housing to a maximum 

of one year by 2021. 

4. Implement a cost rental system in the social housing sector once supply is sufficient to 

eliminate social housing waiting lists. 

 


