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Programme for Government – Our Shared Future 

Statement to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Housing, Local Government and 

Heritage by 

Mr Darragh O’Brien T.D., Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage 

 

Tuesday 20 April 2021 

 

Introduction 

Chair, Members, 

I welcome the opportunity to meet with the Committee and discuss progress on my 

Department’s commitments in the Programme for Government – Our Shared Future. I am 

joined by the colleagues Minister of State for Planning and Local Government Deputy Peter 

Burke and Minister of State for Heritage and Electoral Reform Deputy Malcolm Noonan who 

play a critical role in delivering our shared PfG commitments.  

 

Programme for Government 

The Programme for Government is an ambitious five-year plan that sets out over 1,500 

commitments across twelve Missions.  My Department is the lead or has a significant stake in 

over 180 of these commitments.  Reflecting the broad remit of my Department, these 

commitments are across ten of the twelve Missions in the Programme.  The Programme for 

Government is the foundation for my Department’s new Statement of Strategy which has just 

been published.  The Department’s mission is to support sustainable development, with a 

particular focus on strategic planning, the efficient delivery of well-planned homes in vibrant 

communities, the sustainable management of our water resources, the nurturing of Ireland’s 

heritage and the promotion of effective local government. 

Implementation of the Department’s commitments is well underway across all functional 

areas and, while it will not be possible to address all 180 in the short time available, I will 

update you on a range of them under each of our main areas individually. 

 

Housing 

Expenditure 

Turning first to Housing, as I outlined to the Members of the Select Committee earlier, but will 

repeat for the benefit of other Members of the Joint Committee, in 2021 almost €3.1 billion is 

being allocated to housing programmes – an increase of nearly €508 million on the 2020 

Estimate.  A further €117m capital, which was carried over from 2020 is being allocated to the 

housing programme, bringing the total housing provision in 2021 to €3.3 billion. 
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Homelessness 

A critical focus of 2021 activity is on preventing homelessness in the first instance while also 

reducing the number of individuals and families experiencing homelessness.  

 

In 2021 it is envisaged that in excess of 6,000 adults will exit from homelessness into a tenancy 

with 3,000 adults prevented from entering emergency accommodation (by establishment of a 

tenancy).  An allocation of €218 million (up €22 million on 2020) is being made available for 

the continued provision of homeless services and will ensure that local authorities can provide 

emergency accommodation and other services to households and ensure that these households 

are supported to exit homelessness to tenancies, as quickly as possible.   

 

Affordable Housing 

A key objective for me is the development and delivery of a new housing Strategy, Housing 

for All, with affordable housing at its core.  To deliver on commitments in the Programme for 

Government in relation to affordable housing, my Department published the General Scheme 

of the Affordable Housing Bill in January 2021.  The General Scheme contains provisions for 

three measures:  

• an Affordable Purchase Scheme for Local Authorities, 

• an Affordable Purchase Shared Equity Scheme on private lands, and  

• a new Cost Rental Scheme.   

 

Other Housing Policy Initiatives 

A review of Part V has reached draft report stage. Report drafting is being undertaken by the 

Housing Agency and is being managed by my Department.  Proposals have been drafted to 

enable the extension of the Serviced Sites Fund.  Regarding Cost Rental policy, work has 

commenced with the Office of the Attorney General on the detailed drafting of the Cost 

Rental provisions for the Affordable Housing Bill, based on the Heads of Bill approved by 

Government in December.   

 

Housing Delivery 

In relation to delivery, following the assessment process for the Cost Rental Equity Loan, 

approval in principle has been granted to 3 Approved Housing Bodies for 390 Cost Rental 

homes. 
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My Department has put in place the appropriate controls to allow local authority 

discretionary funding to increase from €2m to €6m for social housing projects.  In addition, 

the Department is continuing to work with the Housing Agency in regard to  the Housing 

Agency’s Acquisition Fund which seeks to purchase vacant stock from financial institutions 

which can aid the delivery of social housing and how that fund might operate in the light of 

changing market circumstances. I am also conducting a review of the Mortgage to Rent to see 

how I can strengthen that scheme.  

 

Traveller Accommodation 

To ensure that the housing needs of the Traveller Community are met by local authorities, 

funding available for capital expenditure has increased to €15.5 million for 2021.  In 2020 the 

€14.5 million capital funding for the provision of Traveller-specific accommodation was fully 

drawn down.  In December 2020, my Department established a Programme Board, 

representative of the main stakeholders, to drive the consideration and implementation of the 

recommendations contained in the Traveller Accommodation Expert Review report.   

The Traveller Accommodation Expert Review Programme Board held its inaugural meeting 

in March 2021.  The Board will put in place a programme of work to consider and implement 

the recommendations contained in the report in order to improve the delivery of Traveller 

accommodation. The Board  consists of Traveller and City and County Management 

Association representatives, a National Traveller Accommodation Consultancy Committee 

representative along with representatives from the Department. 

 

Housing for Older People and those with a Disability 

The Government has also committed to ensuring that an appropriate mix of housing design 

types is provided, including universally designed units, and accommodation for older people 

and people with disabilities.  With this in mind, we commenced a review of the National 

Housing Strategy for People with a Disability on March 8th with the launch of the first phase 

of consultation. 

 

Rental 

Government continues to support the Residential Tenancies Board as evidenced by the 

sanction for 42 additional staff in 2019 and 2020 and additional €2M current funding for 

2021.  The increase in staff provided to the RTB is designed to ensure that the new legislative 

provisions introduced in both 2019 and 2020 are fully and forcefully implemented.    The 

Department continues to liaise with the RTB on ways to strengthen their capacity as an 

independent and strong regulator for landlords and tenants. 

My Department is working with the Department of Health on the commitment to reform the 

Fair Deal scheme to incentivise renting out vacant properties.  Following engagement 
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between the Departments last year, it was agreed to take immediate steps to establish the 

required evidence base including data gathering and analysis to identify the level of ‘true’ 

vacant homes in consultation with relevant parties and this joint work is continuing.   

 

Defective Homes 

Finally in respect of Housing, the Government has committed to examine the issue of 

defective housing, having regard to the recommendations of the Joint Oireachtas Committee 

on Housing report, ‘Safe as Houses’.  A Working Group has been established and its first 

meeting took place in March 2021.  

The combined impact of all of our housing initiatives and the significant investment will see 

the social housing needs of over 105,000 households being supported in 2021, through a 

combination of new social homes, RAS and HAP.   

 

Planning 

Turning now to Planning, there will be a greater focus on strategic planning and sustainable 

development throughout Ireland as a result of the delivery and review of the National 

Planning Framework. This will enable us to accommodate projected future population and 

economic growth with investment better aligned with spatial planning policy. 

 

Town Centre First 

The Government has committed to developing a Town Centre First policy and my 

Department has worked with the Department of Rural and Community Development to 

establish a Town Centre First inter-Departmental Group to consider regeneration of towns 

and villages. Following an inaugural meeting in November 2020, the Group continues to 

meet and work is progressing via dedicated sub-groups on pillar areas in 2021 with a view to 

providing recommendations in the coming months.  In parallel, a Town Centre First advisory 

group has also been established, to enable the experiences of a broader group of stakeholders 

to be contributed to the process of policy development, and an inaugural meeting was held in 

December and a follow up meeting in early March 2021. 

 

Vacant Site Levy 

My Department has requested a progress report on the collection of the Vacant Site Levy by 

each local authority. We are currently following up on any outstanding responses and will 

collate the responses and identify issues requiring further action. We will proactively engage 

with individual LAs who should be performing better and identify issues to be addressed.  
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Other Planning Policy Developments 

Some other areas of note regarding planning legislation and guidance include: 

• The Land Development Agency Bill commenced Second Stage in the Dáil on 17 

February and it was completed on 10 March. This is a key Government priority and 

we will be working to ensure it is enacted at the earliest possible time.  

• As you are already aware, significant work has been undertaken on the drafting of the 

Maritime Area Planning Bill, another key priority for my Department. 

• Regarding the development of Wind Energy Guidelines, my Department is currently 

finalising the technical guidance on the noise aspect in conjunction with colleagues in 

the Department of Environment, Climate and Communications. 

• The revised regulations for solar panel exemptions, involving buffer zones around 

aviation infrastructure, are at an advanced stage and are expected to be submitted 

shortly to the Joint Committee and Houses of the Oireachtas for approval. 

 

Water 

In the Water area, we will continue to protect, enhance and restore water quality and water 

resources and will implement water sector reform through the development and funding of 

Irish Water.   

 

Irish Water 

As the Committee is aware, the costs of normal domestic water services provided by Irish 

Water continue to be met by the Exchequer from the Vote of the Department. 

In 2021, over €1.3 billion is included in the Estimate for meeting Irish Water costs in respect 

of domestic water services and providing a capital contribution towards investment.  There 

are a number of commitments in the Programme for Government relating to Irish Water and 

work is well underway on these. 

• The policy paper, Irish Water – Towards a national, publicly-owned, regulated, water 

services utility, published on 23 February 2021, sets out the Government’s views and 

expectations on the next steps in the transformation of the water sector. These will 

lead to the retention of Irish Water as a national, publicly owned, regulated, water 

services utility.  By setting out its views and expectations, the Government is enabling 

stakeholders to engage meaningfully in the change process. 

• Irish Water currently has an open consultation on the first stage of the National Water 

Resources Plan, which I would encourage people to engage with. 

• Irish Water is also working on a national waste water capacity register and a full 

waste water compliance gap analysis. 
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Water Framework Directive 

Chair, I acknowledge that outstanding infringement cases will need to be resolved to confirm 

compliance with the EU Water Framework Directive.  This will require ongoing funding of 

Irish Water's capital programme and the private water investment programme. In that regard, 

Irish Water brought forward proposals for a Small Towns and Villages Growth Programme, 

as part of its Capital Investment Plan 2020-2024 to the Commission for Regulation of 

Utilities and an allocation of €97.5m is now provided for this programme for the period. 

Multi-annual capital investment programme in place will see Irish Water reducing the 

leakage rate of treated water to less than 38% by end 2021 and to 30% by 2027.  

€105m is being provided to support water programmes delivered by the Department, including 

the Rural Water Programme, investment in legacy problems; a wide range of environmental 

programmes required to deliver compliance with the Water Framework Directive; and work in 

the Marine Environment including the development of Marine Protected Areas. 

 

River Basin Management Plans 

Preparations are currently underway for the publication of a third-cycle River Basin 

Management Plan for Ireland, covering the period 2022-2027 with a public consultation 

phase just completed.   

We continue to work and engage with An Fóram Uisce to review and develop water-quality 

strategies. An Fóram Uisce is well placed to fulfil its statutory role as an independent source 

of expertise and platform for public engagement on all matters relating to water as an 

economic, social and environmental resource and to play a particular role in the development 

of the River Basin Management Plan 2022-2025, the implementation of the existing Plan, and 

to inform the development of water policy more generally. 

 

Local Government 

Turning next to Local Government, the Local Government Fund’s primary purpose is to 

channel LPT to local authorities following collection by the Revenue Commissioners, as well 

as supporting certain local authority initiatives.  

 

In 2021, total LPT allocations to local authorities will be just under €530 million, which 

includes the impact of all local variation decisions.  
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Rates Waiver 

A significant element of the Fund in 2021 will be funding of the commercial rates waiver for 

eligible businesses. It is expected that this will be dealt with in Q3 or Q4 2021 when greater 

certainty around the funding requirement and impact of Covid-19 is in place. Government has 

announced funding of €320m for 2021 and local authorities are in the process of applying the 

6 month waiver to eligible rate accounts. In 2020 some €900 million was provided to the sector 

in respect of the waiver and other Covid related costs and income losses. Once approved again 

for 2021, my Department will immediately begin the process of disbursement to local 

authorities. In the meantime, my Department is in close contact with the sector to ensure local 

authority cashflow is sufficient to deliver services. 

 

Devolution to Local Authorities (including Limerick Directly Elected Mayor) 

Minister Burke has undertaken significant work in the area of Local Government reform. The 

Programme for Government commits to examining the prospect of devolving more powers to 

the local authorities through the legislative process to strengthen and enhance local 

democracy.  We are conducting a review of Putting People First to examine the 

implementation of the 2014 reforms across the local government sector and to consider the 

potential for further devolved powers and other modernisations of the local government 

system in order to enhance local democracy. 

Work has commenced on the commitment to pass legislation to allow the first directly elected 

mayor in Limerick to be elected in 2021. 

 

Moorhead Report 

Discussions between my Department and colleagues in the Department of Public Expenditure 

and Reform are advanced in relation to pay matters raised in the Moorhead Report on the 

Role and Remuneration of Local Authority Elected Members and I expect a memo to be 

brought forward in the coming weeks.  Draft Terms of Reference have been approved for a 

working group to draw up an action plan for non-pay recommendations. 

 

Electoral Reform 

This Committee is aware that significant progress is being made in respect of the 

commitments on electoral reform and I understand that your pre-legislative scrutiny 

discussions on the Electoral Reform Bill have been very useful and informative, with further 

engagement planned with other stakeholders. We are working towards the establishment of 

an Electoral Commission for Ireland by the end of this year and will also introduce reforms to 

modernise the way we manage our electoral registration processes, including the introduction 

of optional online registration. We will be introducing an oversight role for the Commission 
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in respect of online paid for political advertising during electoral periods which will ensure 

that there is full transparency of who is paying for such advertising.  

 

 

 

Heritage 

Finally, I will address those commitments in the Programme for Government that fall under 

the Heritage function in my Department. 

Minister Noonan and I have pledged to build on community-led schemes which provide grant 

aid to protect and maintain important historic buildings in our local communities. The Built 

Heritage Investment Scheme and the Historic Structures Fund have received funding of €3 

million each in 2021, an increase of 20% and 75% respectively on 2020.  

A further €1.5m was approved nationally for the Historic Towns Initiative 2021, which is a 

joint initiative of my Department and the Heritage Council.    

The Review of the remit, status and funding of the National Parks and Wildlife Service has 

commenced with Terms of Reference published and a consultation phase currently underway. 

My Department will coordinate the actions in the Programme for Government regarding 

peatlands to maximise the benefits for biodiversity.  Representatives of Government 

Departments on the Peatlands Strategy Implementation Group have provided updates on the 

peatland actions in the Programme for Government. These will be included in an Appendix to 

the 2020 Annual Progress Report on the Strategy, which is in preparation. 

There are a number of heritage commitments regarding counties, local authorities and 

schools.  Minister Noonan and I are working with the Heritage Council to ensure that such 

obligations are met. 

 

Conclusion 

Chair, Members, I have addressed a substantial number, but by no means all, of the 

commitments in the Programme for Government for which my Department has responsibility 

for delivery.  I have kept my input as brief as possible in order to allow a full discussion on 

the progress of delivery.  I will be happy to deal with matters that members wish to raise and 

to revert to the Committee if I don’t have the detail with me today.  Thank you. 


