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Business of Joint Committee

Chairman: Apologies have been received from Deputy Seán Sherlock and Senator Cath-
erine Noone.  I propose that we go into private session to deal with housekeeping matters.  Is 
that agreed?  Agreed.

The joint committee went into private session at 10.15 a.m. and resumed in public session 
at 10.20 a.m. 

Impact of Homelessness on Children: Discussion (Resumed)

Chairman: I welcome members and also viewers who may be watching our proceedings on 
Oireachtas TV to the public session of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Children and Youth 
Affairs.  The purpose of today’s meeting is to meet the Ombudsman for Children and repre-
sentatives of the Children’s Rights Alliance to discuss the impact of homelessness on children.

On behalf of the committee I welcome Dr. Niall Muldoon, the Ombudsman for Children; 
Dr. Karen McAuley, head of policy in the Ombudsman for Children’s Office; Dr. Carmel Cor-
rigan, head of participation and rights education, Ombudsman for Children’s Office; Ms Tanya 
Ward, chief executive officer of the Children’s Rights Alliance; Mr. Louis Mooney, BL, Bar 
Council of Ireland; and Catherine McGuinness, Fellow.

Before we commence, in accordance with procedure I am required to draw the attention of 
attendees to the fact that by virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are 
protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence to the joint committee.  However, 
if they are directed by it to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and continue to so do, 
they are entitled thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are di-
rected that only evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given 
and asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should 
not criticise or make charges against any person or entity by name or in such a way as to make 
him, her or it identifiable.  

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or an of-
ficial, either by name or in such a way as to make him, her or it identifiable.

I remind members, witnesses and guests in the Gallery to turn off their mobile phones or 
switch them to flight mode as they may interfere with the sound system and make it difficult 
for persons watching the proceedings on television to hear and for parliamentary reporters to 
report the meeting.

I advise witnesses that any submission or opening statements made to the joint committee 
will be published on the committee website after this meeting.  After their presentations there 
will be questions from members of the committee.  I thank all the witnesses sincerely for com-
ing in today.  Apologies for the slight delay in having them come in but we had some business 
to attend to before our public session.  I call on Dr. Muldoon to make his opening statement.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: I thank the Chairman.  I thank the committee for inviting me here today 
to discuss the impact of homelessness on children.



19 JUNE 2019

3

As members of the committee know, the Ombudsman for Children’s Office is an indepen-
dent statutory body, which was established under the Ombudsman for Children Act 2002.  We 
have two statutory functions, namely, to promote the rights and welfare of children under 18 
years of age; and to examine and investigate complaints made by or on behalf of children about 
the administrative actions of public bodies, schools or voluntary hospitals.

The rights and welfare of children experiencing homelessness has been a strategic priority 
for my office since 2016 and will remain so as part of our new strategic plan up to 2021.  As 
members of the committee know, there has been a steady increase in the number of families 
experiencing homelessness in Ireland in recent years.  According to the most recent monthly 
homelessness report from the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, in 
April there were 1,729 families with 3,794 children accessing local authority managed emer-
gency accommodation.  A total of 75% of those families were in Dublin while 25% were spread 
across the rest of the country.  Lone parents represented more than half of the families, 58%, 
accessing emergency accommodation in April 2019, reminding us of their risk of homelessness.  
Other types of families at higher risk include young parents aged 18 to 24 and families with four 
or more children.

A majority of families with children who present as homeless are still being provided with 
emergency accommodation in hotels and bed and breakfast accommodation.  Similarly, the 
practice of self-accommodation continues to operate in certain circumstances.  I am very con-
cerned about the impact of that and that there do not appear to be clear timelines in place for 
bringing an end to these practices.

As members of the committee know, the development of family hubs emerged in 2017 as 
an alternative to hotels and bed and breakfast accommodation to provide for the emergency, 
temporary accommodation needs of homeless families.  While hubs may be preferable to hotels 
and bed and breakfast accommodation, they have developed in the absence of an evidence base, 
without an initial pilot phase or any clear public policy objectives for their use.  There are cur-
rently 27 family hubs in operation nationally providing 650 units of accommodation and my 
understanding is that further hubs are being developed.

In light of how family hubs emerged and are being developed further, we wanted to learn 
more about what it is like for children to live within those family hubs.  Between October 2018 
and January 2019, we undertook a consultation with 37 children between the ages of five and 17 
years of age and 33 parents of 43 children under five years of age who were living in eight dif-
ferent family hubs.  I would like to use the remaining time available to me to briefly highlight a 
number of the issues and recommendations contained in our report No Place Like Home, which 
we produced in April 2019 to highlight the views and experiences of those children living in 
family hubs.

Through our consultation, children and parents told us about what they liked about living 
in the family hubs, what they found challenging about it and the changes they would like to 
see made.  As regards the positives, younger children spoke about making friends.  Those who 
had access to outdoor play space and child support workers spoke very positively about those 
aspects.  However, several younger children could not identify anything positive about living 
in a family hub, with some children simply saying there was nothing positive about it.  Thirteen 
to 17 year olds were positive about the support provided by staff in the hubs.  Where provided, 
facilities such as computers, a TV room and a study room were regarded as positives.  Some 
older children regarded living in a family hub as comparatively better to where they had been 
previously, which may have been overcrowded family accommodation or hotels and bed and 
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breakfast accommodation.  Parents of children under five years of age welcomed the relative 
security and stability provided by hubs.  They also spoke about the support of the staff in those 
hubs.  Where provided, the good facilities and activities for their children and access to a child 
support worker were also highlighted as positives.

No Place Like Home also highlights the accounts of children and parents of the negative 
impact that living in this type of environment is having on family life; parenting; individual 
and family privacy; children’s ability to get adequate rest and sleep; children’s health, well-
being and development; children’s ability to learn and study; children’s opportunities for play; 
children’s exposure to aggression and fighting; children’s freedom of movement; and children’s 
ability to maintain relationships with extended family and friends.  It is not surprising, there-
fore, that the children we met frequently expressed feelings of sadness, confusion and anger.

One of the most concerning features of the perspectives shared by children is the consis-
tency with which they referenced feeling ashamed about being homeless and living in family 
hubs.  Similarly, parents consistently spoke about feeling that they had failed in their role as 
parents.  Such feelings of shame and failure underscore the corrosive impact that homelessness 
can have on people’s sense of their own dignity and worth.

As such, the accounts of these children and parents recall the UN Special Rapporteur on 
adequate housing, who has characterised homelessness as a violation of human rights because 
the lived experience of homelessness “challenges the very core of what it means to be human, 
assaulting dignity and threatening life itself”.

We have identified a number of priorities for action which were outlined in No Place Like 
Home.  Among those priorities are the following - timelines need to be put in place for ending 
the practices of self-accommodation and providing emergency accommodation to families via 
hotels and bed and breakfast accommodation; an independent, formal evaluation of the suitabil-
ity of family hubs as an approach to providing emergency, temporary accommodation needs to 
be undertaken; and additional measures are needed to combat the stigma associated with family 
homelessness and to support the dignity, self-worth and resilience of children and parents ex-
periencing homelessness.  Practical measures that need to be considered include increasing the 
number of child support workers, therapeutic supports and family support services available to 
children and parents living in emergency accommodation.

We welcome the indications that the National Quality Standards Framework for Homeless 
Services in Ireland, NQSF, will be introduced nationally over a 12-month period from 1 July 
2019.  However, we are concerned that there do not appear to be any plans to put in place inde-
pendent statutory inspection of those homelessness services.

Existing primary legislation needs to be amended and strengthened to make children vis-
ible and to require housing authorities to provide appropriate accommodation and supports to 
homeless families with children.

The issue of enumerating the right to housing in the Constitution needs to be progressed 
as a priority.  We would like the Oireachtas to proceed with a detailed examination of the rec-
ommendations contained in the Eighth Report of the Convention on the Constitution without 
further delay.

Following the publication of No Place Like Home, I had a constructive meeting with the 
Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government.  I have also written to the Minister for 
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Children and Youth Affairs to ask her to give serious consideration to increasing the practical 
supports, including child support workers and family support services, available to children and 
parents living in emergency accommodation, including family hubs.

I am deeply concerned about the immediate and longer-term impact that the trauma of 
homelessness has on children and their families, therefore, I welcome this committee’s decision 
to examine the impact of homelessness on children.  I am happy to take questions if I can be of 
further assistance.

Chairman: I thank Dr. Muldoon.  I call Ms Ward.

Ms Tanya Ward: I thank the committee for the opportunity to present to it today on this 
very important issue.  The Children’s Rights Alliance is an umbrella organisation.  We represent 
more than 100 members.  Our goal is to make Ireland one of the best places in the world to be 
a child.  Our work is around promoting children’s rights in Irish policy, law and services.  We 
also provide an information helpline and legal advice services for children, young people and 
families so that they can contact us directly.

The issues I want to raise today relate to our helpline but also those coming from our mem-
bers.  We started working on this issue a number of years ago.  Our members contacted us 
because they we so concerned about what they were seeing regarding the homelessness cri-
sis.  Teachers were telling us they had seen children arrive in dirty clothes for the first time 
in their lives and that they had never seen it before.  They are seeing children arriving hungry 
and exhausted.  They wanted to know what we could do about it.  The ombudsman has talked 
about the high numbers we have at the moment.  There is no doubt that there has been a lot of 
Government action in this area to try to alleviate the impact of homelessness.  A good example 
of that would be the early years scheme that was put in place to give children in homeless ac-
commodation the chance to be in an early years setting, to get a free meal and to get someone 
to look after them.  There was research commissioned into food poverty.

The other area is that of education issues.  The Children’s Rights Alliance decided to take 
that up directly because we felt there was a particular gap and wanted to bring some attention 
to it.  With the support of the Community Foundation of Ireland we commissioned Dr. Ger-
aldine Scanlon, who is in the Gallery today, and Ms Grainne McKenna to carry out a study.  
They found that school was a really important source of solace for these children and that the 
parents would do anything they could to keep the children in school because it was their only 
sense of normality.  The schools were found to be doing a great job.  That was the overwhelm-
ing feeling coming through all the case studies with the families.  The flip side of that was the 
individual experience of children.  Parents were spending long periods travelling across the city 
to keep their child in school.  For example, there is no homeless facility in Bray at the moment 
so people from Bray will end up being accommodated in Dublin, maybe in Clontarf.  Parents 
could be travelling across the city nearly two hours to get the child to school.  The child will be 
hungry and will probably miss the breakfast club and arrive at school late.  He or she will not 
have homework done having spent another two hours trying to get home in the evening, will try 
to keep up in school but start to find it very difficult.  It is very hard to motivate oneself when 
one is hungry and tired.  When a child starts falling behind in school it is very hard for that child 
to motivate himself or herself.  That was ultimately what the researchers were finding with these 
children.  The longer they were spending in homeless accommodation, the greater the impact 
on their well-being and their mental health.  We are very concerned about the impact on their 
long-term prospects in school and their ability to complete school and do well there.  These are 
the kinds of things we are grappling with.
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When we look at the homeless crisis itself, there are lots of solutions and tangible ways 
we can address this crisis.  These include public housing to address the housing shortage, pre-
ventative measures to keep people in their homes, and also measures to alleviate the impact of 
homelessness on children.  Particularly in non-DEIS schools, teachers and principals told the 
researchers of our report that they needed support, they needed an extra teacher or a home-
school liaison officer for a temporary period to get them through this crisis.  That made all the 
difference for them.  They also talked about the need for a small budget to buy a meal for a 
child or to buy a bean bag if a child needed to sleep - these are some of the things they were 
thinking about - or a school uniform if the child arrived in dirty clothes.  These are very basic 
things but they could make all the difference for these children.  I urge the committee to look 
at prevention, housing solutions and measures to alleviate the impacts of homelessness.  I am 
sharing time with my colleague, Mr. Mooney, who will talk about the legal solutions to this 
homelessness crisis.

Mr. Lewis Mooney: The committee will be acutely aware, as the ombudsman has already 
outlined, that there is no constitutional right to housing.  However, as outlined in the statement 
that has been furnished to the committee, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child affords 
the right to an adequate standard of living for children within the jurisdiction.  The courts in re-
cent times have demonstrated a willingness to interpret domestic and constitutional obligations 
in light of public international law obligations on the State.  That has been seen in cases such as 
N.H.V. v. the Minister for Justice and Equality in respect of the right to work.  There is also a 
debate going on about the impact of Article 42A in respect of the right to housing and children.  
The result of this remains to be seen through litigation.  It is also outlined in our statement that 
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in its examination of Ireland in 2016 found that 
there were reports of major delays in respect of families living in emergency accommodation 
and inappropriate, temporary accommodation on a long-term basis.  We must recognise in the 
political discourse that those families are also categorised, quite correctly, as homeless.

The Children’s Rights Alliance is running a campaign called No Child 2020.  The overarch-
ing principle behind it is for every child to be provided with secure and affordable housing.  
That is not the case now.  Instead, we face an emergency in the homelessness crisis.  That has 
been outlined in the Children’s Rights Alliance report card.  The Children’s Rights Alliance is 
advocating for a best interests analysis to be inserted into the heart of legislation on the assess-
ment of families who find themselves in homelessness.  The evidence shows that the largest 
cohort of people in homelessness are lone parent families.  As Ms Ward has outlined, children 
are being placed in accommodation far away from their schools and communities.  This has 
long-term ramifications for their mental health, welfare and well-being and their interactions 
with their own communities.  There is also a lack of suitable facilities within the emergency 
accommodation in which children are placed, and a lack of space, which is causing major prob-
lems for families.  We are calling for a statutory obligation to be placed on the Government 
and local authorities to carry out a best interest analysis when placing children and families in 
accommodation and to ensure that the voice of the child is heard throughout that process and 
that children are consulted on placements.  The other thing the Children’s Rights Alliance is 
calling for through the No Child 2020 campaign is for a limit to be placed on the amount of 
time for which families can be placed in emergency accommodation.  The politics of this is 
difficult but the evidence through the Home Works report has demonstrated that families in 
emergency accommodation are finding themselves becoming increasingly institutionalised and 
that is causing major difficulties as well.  Those are the two immediate asks of the Children’s 
Rights Alliance in order to be able to realise the much longer term solution of providing secure 
and stable accommodation for families across Ireland.
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Chairman: I thank Mr. Mooney and Ms Ward, who have both emphasised the need to en-
shrine housing rights in the Constitution.  From a personal perspective, I believe the Constitu-
tion is a document of principle but the fine detail of what that means for any matter should not 
be in the Constitution.  The fine details should be in legislation.  That is my view and, given 
what we have done in recent years, I think the public believes that as well.  On the basis that 
enshrining housing rights in the Constitution does not build a house, change a policy or direct 
a budget, are we sure it is the answer to the housing and homelessness crisis and to the 3,700 
children who are in unsuitable accommodation?

I completely agree that local authorities should consider the best interests analysis which 
Mr. Mooney mentioned but there is an automatic knock-on effect that persons who are legiti-
mately on housing lists are displaced because a family has applied and there are children in-
volved.  Clearly the remit of the Children’s Rights Alliance, the Ombudsman for Children and 
this committee is to prioritise rights and protections for children and the supports they receive.  
That is our role.  However, is the best interests analysis something that would by default dis-
place individuals who are on housing lists legitimately and may be ahead of those families?  Is 
that the priority?  Is this similar to medical grounds becoming a priority?  If that is the case, that 
is fine, I just wanted to seek that clarification from the witnesses. 

I completely agree on the time limits.  The evidence presented to the committee and the 
reading I am sure all of us have undertaken indicate the profound and long-lasting detrimental 
impact on children in unsuitable accommodation, such as hotels and hubs.  It has the potential 
to seriously damage the development of children, teenagers and young adults.  The effect may 
be felt for many years afterwards, as the witnesses have both outlined that these young people 
are unable to do their schoolwork or study at secondary or third level.  There is no dispute that 
these would be profound and long-lasting effects.

None of us wants 10,000 persons in unsuitable accommodation or 60,000 or 70,000 people 
on housing lists around the country.  There must be some way in which we can alter the man-
ner in which we procure or deliver housing in the first place, including the planning process.  
It has been altered but I have not seen major evidence of run of the mill, three-bedroom, semi-
detached houses being delivered on the basis of fast-tracking.  It has all been apartments etc., 
which is fine.  Since everybody outside Ireland is doing that, why should we not do it too?  At 
the same time, I appreciate that a three-bedroom, semi-detached house with a front and back 
garden is something that families need; children need those desperately as there is no better 
space for a child to grow and be nurtured and loved than in a home with a garden.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to which Ireland is a signatory, has a reference 
to adequate shelter.  I struggle with this as I have heard it so many times but does this change 
policy?  If not, which policy needs to be altered to ensure 3,700 children will no longer be in 
unsuitable accommodation?

Dr. Niall Muldoon: The constitutional change is vital.  We have seen the benefit of con-
stitutional change over the past number of years.  Society changes and it gives our people on 
the ground around the country the benefit of these changes.  A survey of Irish primary school 
principals at the start of the year indicated that 40% of principals had engaged with children 
in homelessness.  The problem is spread all over the country and everybody knows someone 
in that situation.  There is a groundswell of opinion that we must now protect our children and 
families at the highest level.  We all know legislation changes behaviour.  We have seen that 
with the other constitutional changes over the past five, six or seven years, all of which have 
created a conversation, brought issues to the fore and allowed a discussion to take place.  We are 
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asking for a discussion to take place in the Oireachtas and across the nation to ask if this is the 
way we want to go and if this is the sort of standard that will be set for our children so we will 
not allow anybody to fall into this position ever again.  Of course, this must be followed with 
legislation and that is where work must come from parliamentarians.

We must send a signal that our children and families are so important we will not allow any-
body else to be in this position ever again.  It must a constitutional right that can be stood over.  
This must undoubtedly be followed with practical actions but that is the best answer.  With the 
recent referendums on children and marriage, there was a very clear statement to the cohorts 
affected by the issues that we are standing by them.  We need to get to that point.  There was a 
constitutional referendum in 2012 around children and we have not followed through on that 
sufficiently.  This is one way of ensuring that does not happen again.

The Chairman mentioned best interest analysis and displacement of people from one list to 
another.  I am afraid that could be the sort of conversation that allows people to use the argu-
ment that homelessness is a choice and I do not want that to happen.  Again, that is a Govern-
ment decision-----

Chairman: In fairness, it is not a choice and we all accept that.  The practical reality is-----

Dr. Niall Muldoon: Choices are being made but everybody needs a house.  If there is a 
constitutional right to a house and a safe, dignified and secure place to live that is affordable 
for everybody, the Government would be making a statement to those 70,000 people and the 
people who may be in homelessness now.  We would ensure that in future, those people would 
not fall into that situation.  The best interest analysis becomes less and less important as we 
create infrastructure.

Chairman: My point refers to the immediate effect that such a policy change might have.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: Yes.  It may have an effect.

Chairman: It would be a displacement effect.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: Currently, our concern is that children are not even mentioned in the 
legislation.  It is a big gap.

Chairman: That is accepted.

Dr. Karen McAuley: We agree the constitutional right to housing is a very complex mat-
ter and it requires serious and detailed scrutiny.  I know members of the committee are aware 
that the eighth report of the Constitutional Convention looked at economic, social and cultural 
rights, and it made a recommendation on the right to housing.  Due to the complexity of the 
matter and the time available to the convention, it asked that the matter be considered by the 
Oireachtas.  That was in 2014 and we are now in 2019 but the matter has not been the subject 
of detailed scrutiny by the Oireachtas in the way other recommendations flowing from the Con-
stitutional Convention have been.

In the first instance, we would like to see that recommendation from the Constitutional 
Convention being subject to detailed scrutiny so the issues could be teased out.  We are very 
clear that the constitutional right to housing is not a silver bullet and it will not effect change 
overnight.  However, it has potential and it remains a stone left unturned.  In light of the crisis 
we have all seen unfolding in recent years, it is incumbent on all of us to ensure no stone is left 
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unturned and the potential of the Constitution is properly explored.  The key element for us is 
that the conversation, as and when it happens, should not be about whether it should be done 
but how it can be done in a way that brings the potential to have a meaningful and constructive 
impact.

As the ombudsman was saying on the best interests issue, under the Housing Act 1988, chil-
dren are invisible.  It is one of our key concerns.  As members are aware, a Private Members’ 
Bill, the Housing (Homeless Families) Bill 2017, has reached Committee Stage after consider-
ation by the Dáil.  It has not progressed since 2017.  It is not a panacea but as primary legislation 
it has the potential to achieve some very important objectives.  It would make children visible 
in the 1988 Act.  When local authorities are making a decision on a request by a family for as-
sistance, the Bill would recognise the family as a family unit and treat the best interests of the 
child as paramount.

Whatever about constitutional change, there is an opportunity to effect positive change for 
children and families in the context of primary legislation.  Our understanding is there is, broad-
ly speaking, cross-party support for this Bill and we would like to see it progressed.  It may be 
adapted or changed but we would like to see that conversation happening.

Ms Tanya Ward: I will share my response with my colleague.  We support a constitutional 
right to housing and the time is right to seek a constitutional referendum.  It does not guarantee 
a house for every person, as has been noted, but it would set a clear direction to the Govern-
ment about what it must do with respect to housing.  Looking at the standard and unpacking it, 
there would be an onus on the State to provide homeless accommodation or a homeless services 
response and to provide social housing to vulnerable groups.  It would also have to look at the 
quality of accommodation, as conditions have a major impact on the welfare of children and 
families.

There is the question of how a constitutional right to housing has been interpreted in other 
countries when people have taken cases under such a provision.  It has not necessarily led to a 
slap on the wrist for a government or that a particular person had to be given a house.  These 
are progressive rights so governments have had to realise them over time in line with available 
resources.  It puts a spotlight on the Government’s approach.  Has the Government done every-
thing that it can with its available resources to address this issue or have its decisions or actions 
been irrational in some way?  It would shift the direction of how homeless and housing policy 
are developed.  We have heard a few times about the issue with using prevention measures to 
keep people in their homes which would be challenged because we have private property rights 
in the Constitution.  The Chief Justice and members of the court in general seem to be quite 
open about this issue which needs to be tested.  If we had a right to housing in the Constitution, 
it would help to balance that issue.  Private property rights would not trump the right to housing, 
nor would the right to housing trump private property rights.  The courts would have to interpret 
both together.  As the Ombudsman for Children said, it would be a strong statement that we are 
about providing everyone with an adequate standard of living, including the right to a house.  It 
does not mean in reality that everyone gets a house but is more about the approach of the State 
to housing and accommodation.  That is what it means legally.

A good case in South Africa explains this.  It relates to a local equivalent of a county council 
which knocked down a shanty town for social housing.  It was a good goal but the court said 
that the authority could not knock down a shanty town and not provide an alternative for the 
families living there.  It found against the state.  Those are the ways that a right to housing could 
improve or help the decisions that the Government and county councils might be making in this 
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area.  My colleague, Mr. Mooney, will address best interest assessments, and I will come back 
about developmental issues and long-term impacts.

Mr. Lewis Mooney: I think Chairman’s question was about whether a best interest assess-
ment would displace others on the housing list.  The simple answer is “No”.  The statutory 
mechanism would remain in place for assessment of people on the housing list and it would 
not be legally possible to displace individuals already on the housing lists.  The best interest 
assessment would look at where children should be placed.  As outlined already, hotels and 
emergency accommodation hubs are having a profound impact on children’s education.  It has 
been seen through childcare cases in courts that parents are finding it increasingly difficult to 
parent young children in emergency accommodation, which is leading to major problems.  The 
best interest analysis would seek to assess what is in the best interest of that child’s well-being, 
such as the facilities that the child requires in the accommodation to be able to develop and be-
ing as close as possible to the community the child is leaving and the educational establishment 
or school that he or she is in.

Through the Children’s Rights Alliance “Access to Justice” helpline, numerous children 
as young as nine and ten have contacted the Children’s Rights Alliance to try to find informa-
tion on their rights.  They have outlined profound issues about having to travel to school and 
the conditions that they are living in.  That is why we think it is crucial that children are heard 
through the process and that their views are taken into account in this best interest analysis.  
There is an argument to be made that Article 42A already mandates this.  That remains to be 
seen through testing Article 42A, which is obviously in its infancy as a constitutional provi-
sion.  It is arguably legally mandated apart from what we in the Children’s Rights Alliance are 
advocating for.

Chairman: Before Ms Ward comes back in, I understand where Mr. Mooney is coming 
from.  My response is that if it is a guiding principle in housing policy and it does not dis-
place people, then all it can do is state the obvious.  This is not the Joint Committee on Hous-
ing, Planning and Local Government but the Joint Committee on Children and Youth Affairs.  
While many of us have a great deal of knowledge on housing, planning and such, our role is a 
little more narrow.  That sort of policy would suggest to a local authority that certain types of 
property that it has available are unsuitable to accommodate a family or small children.  Is Mr. 
Mooney suggesting that certain types of property are not suitable because a child or schooling 
is involved?

Mr. Lewis Mooney: That is part of it.  Local authorities are not under any statutory obli-
gation to explicitly carry out this best interest analysis.  That leads to major ramifications for 
policy, as has been outlined.

Chairman: I thank Mr. Mooney and appreciate him clarifying it.  That makes it much sim-
pler.

Ms Tanya Ward: Developmental issues have a profound impact on children and young 
people but we can address and change it.  For children under four who have developmental 
delays, we could look at intensive early years provision to catch up because they can catch up.  
Educationalists working with these children and families could help them with the transition to 
primary school.  They will be behind everyone else by the time they start primary school and 
there is a general impact on their well-being, including anxiety and stress.  Children experience 
stress due to their parents being stressed about trying to get through the day, travel and missing 
out on things.  We could look at that.  There are solutions to this in education.  Some schools are 
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doing very well already, especially the DEIS schools because they have some of the resources.  
They are looking for direction and support.  One of the solutions that Grainne McKenna and 
Geraldine Scanlon came up with was having a number of DEIS schools working together with 
someone supervising who has the expertise to support the schools with their solutions.  We 
know that this crisis will last until at least 2023 based on the statistics as they are at present.  We 
need a time-limited solution to address it and to think about the school completion programme 
perhaps playing a bigger role in the longer term in tracking these children’s development, keep-
ing them in school and helping them to do well throughout the process.

The last matter is mental health and well-being.  I was recently at a meeting with the housing 
charities and that was raised often.  They think that psychologists are the answer.  I said that it 
is a much broader issue and we need a spectrum of support for these children.  It is possible to 
address all this through the right actions by the Departments of Education and Skills, Children 
and Youth Affairs and Health.

Chairman: I thank Ms Ward.  That is very helpful.

Deputy  Anne Rabbitte: I thank the witnesses for their presentations.  Some of the ques-
tions that they have already answered have probably brought us far along to where I will come 
in.  There are 37 family hubs.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: Some 27.

Deputy  Anne Rabbitte: Some 27.  What was the average number of families in those when 
Dr. Muldoon did his research?

Dr. Niall Muldoon: They provide 650 units between them.

Deputy  Anne Rabbitte: So we will have another 1,000 families who are self-referring into 
bed and breakfasts or hotel accommodation and 75% of them are out of Dublin.  That is becom-
ing a norm for those 650 and, as Ms Ward said, an institutionalising effect is created because 
there is no clear pathway.  I will be a little bit political for 30 seconds.  Earlier this week, I saw 
a report which stated that 25,000 new units were being built by Government.  If we want to cut 
to the chase and not insert anything in the Constitution and if we wanted to alleviate all child 
homelessness in the country, of those 25,000 units, we should allocate 1,750 for all the families 
who are experiencing child homelessness and just deal with it.  That sounds very simple but it 
ends the problem.  Despite all the long conversations we have had about children experiencing 
the fact that they cannot access education, do not have a front door, cannot be in their communi-
ty and cannot play outside, among other effects and everything else we are doing to alleviate it, 
we can actually solve it because we only need 1,750 houses.  That might sound very simplistic 
but it is much simpler than changing the Constitution, doing pre-legislative scrutiny and so on 
because at least we have a good base to start with.  We would have removed the crisis and emer-
gency.  That is what I think we should focus on, lobby the Government for and ring-fence.  How 
will we use the allocation being built this year and next year?  Houses are being built.  They 
might not be built in the locations where everybody is but, then again, this is where there will 
be an onus on people to work with local authorities to ensure that if they are offered a property 
where there is adequate support through schools and communities, they avail of it and do not 
state it is not close enough to their families or X, Y or Z.  This is what we should be looking at.

The Children’s Rights Alliance, the Ombudsman for Children and the committee should 
seek the ring fencing of 1,750 houses.  Then we could use the hubs for the next tier of people 
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who need to avail of them.  We would have a strategy and a system in place.  This might be 
simplified but we need solutions as opposed to getting bogged down with what is in or outside 
the Constitution.  We should work on that on the side.  The Children’s Rights Alliance displayed 
a card with an F but we need to display this card along with the solution.  The solution is to 
ring-fence and we need to look for this.  The committee would be supportive of this.  We have 
to have solutions.  We have to take children out of the crisis.  Last week I was critical of the 
local authorities and I will continue to be so until we get the systems put in place for them.  It 
does not need to be legislative; it is called best practice.  We need to simplify this so there is a 
direction from somebody in a Department on best practices.

One of the reasons we have a housing crisis is the collapse of the economy and nobody can 
shy away from this.  We have had five and ten-year fixed terms, which have all been maturing 
and now builders or whoever owns the properties are selling with a relative balance of equity.  
Some of the families who bought properties and fell on hard times also are within this.  The 
HPL form that must be stamped is preventing families accessing social housing scheme faster.  
It is a Revenue document.  If people received tax credits over the previous years, it cannot be 
stamped.  If the form cannot be stamped people do not qualify for social housing.  This is a huge 
barrier for many families trying to access the process.  It is something that needs to be looked 
at.  There has to be some way to support these families when they come forward.  They are the 
people self-referring to bed and breakfast accommodation.  They have had their own properties 
and feel the shame that has been spoken about.  They do not want to tell anybody.  The first time 
they look for support they are slapped straight back down because they do not qualify.  These 
are middle income earners.  They are middle Ireland.  They get up and go to work and they are 
trying to balance everything.  They could not hold on to their properties and they are struggling 
to pay the rent.  They are being held back because of this form, which is something we need to 
look at.

What would the witnesses like from us?  They have told us what they want in legislation 
but what are their quick fixes that we can push on the floor of the Dáil or Seanad to intervene?  
When the Minister, Deputy Zappone, intervened in the early years programme to help with 
buses it was a simple solution.  How can we help with the meals?  How can we ensure spare 
uniforms or an allowance?  What is needed within the schools’ capitation budgets if spare uni-
forms are required because they have not been washed?  Is there is an allowance for lunches to 
be provided?  Deputy Darragh O’Brien explained it very well when speaking about a particular 
school where every class brought in an extra lunch.  There was responsibility within the class.  
People have lot of pride.  Perhaps we should give some control back to the primary and second-
ary school principals so they have a budget to provide uniforms, books or lunches.  Will the 
witnesses tell us exactly where they are at with regard to recommendations to the Government 
for support on this?

Ms Tanya Ward: I agree with Deputy Rabbitte this crisis is a result of the recession, the 
IMF visit and decisions made in the 1980s and 1990s to stop building social housing.  This is 
what it is about.  The homeless crisis is symptomatic of a deeper problem and it is a crisis of 
the rental market.  The rental housing market is carrying everyone.  It is why rental costs are 
spiralling out of control.  If I were here speaking about child poverty I would say people on 
good incomes experience poverty because their incomes are being eaten because of the cost of 
rent.  I agree the solution is building.  On Saturday, I heard the Taoiseach speaking about build-
ing more houses this year than ever before, with 22,000.  This is great to hear, and more invest-
ment is being made, but the challenge is with regard to what is needed.  IBEC states 36,000 
completions a year are needed to keep up with the growth of the population, workers coming 
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from outside Dublin and regional centres where the crisis is hitting, and workers coming from 
other countries.

Private builders have a solution and they have an important role to play.  Some of what they 
are building is not having the impact we thought it would.  The reason high-density student 
accommodation is being built is because of the price of land.  It is the only way some of them 
can make a profit but actually we need far more homes.  The only solution is for the State to 
get building directly itself and increase the number of homes being made available to people.

Finland does not have a homeless crisis but had one in the past.  It addressed it through the 
Government having its own construction company, which built sustainable housing.  Denmark 
is another example.  Here, in the past, when social housing was provided local authorities pro-
vided 30% of housing.  I grew up in Cabra.  My father’s family were working people.  They 
were not on the social housing list. They both had jobs when they got the house.  Local authori-
ties were providing housing for working people.  Something we will have to do to address the 
crisis is have social housing not only for vulnerable families but also for working people on low 
incomes.  This is the solution.  If we really want to end the crisis this is what we need to do.  We 
need to get building.

Professor Tony Fahey in UCD has done a lot of work in this area.  The research now states 
big housing developments are a good thing.  We used to think they were a bad thing because of 
places such as Tallaght and Ballymun.  Why those places had the problems they did but do not 
have them now was because at that time, there was poor family support and not enough gardaí 
doing their job investigating crime.  They are now rich and vibrant communities.  Ballymun still 
has its problems but this is what the finding is.  Where we have developments with just a small 
number for social housing and the rest for private housing we find that people in social housing 
get very isolated in bigger-scale developments.  We need to rethink the housing solutions.  They 
are all there and I hope we can do it.

Deputy Rabbitte is right that there are quick fixes to some of the problems families face.  
Families want the Leap card for the summer.  Is there some way to do this?  With regard to 
education, non-DEIS schools state they need home school liaison officers or teachers.  A family 
will arrive and the principal will contact Focus Ireland because there is no one else to do it.  The 
principal spends time doing this work to try to get a family into a home or stays late with the 
family in school trying to find a solution.  This would be a quick fix for those schools, as would 
giving them the small budgets they need.  They are not looking for big money.  The principals 
have said if they had a small amount of money to make sure every child was fed or he or she 
could subsidise something that was needed it would give the child and the family some level 
of dignity.

Some schools have come up with some very good solutions to help families.  Some of them 
got beanbags for children to sleep on because they noticed they were exhausted.  They were 
being quite flexible.  They created a room for children to have a little nap to catch up.  We could 
give all schools the capacity to do this or support them in what the solutions might be.  That 
could make a major difference to families.  We are hearing feedback from some of our mem-
bers, especially in the family support and early years areas.  They want to provide more services 
but find it difficult to know where the children are.  A mapping exercise needs to be done to 
ensure we know all the hubs where children are located and all the housing developments.  For 
example, in a place like Clontarf all the local services have to be contacted and told the people 
are there so that they can start to provide the services or get the families into their services.
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Deputy  Anne Rabbitte: Does Ms Ward agree with me that we should have a complete 
call on Government at this point to draw a line in the sand in respect of the 22,000 units?  I was 
listening to the Taoiseach the other day.  He spoke about allocation and said it would not cause 
displacement.  Do we need to draw a line at some stage and move on?

Ms Tanya Ward: The challenge is that the numbers will continue because the problem is 
in the rental market.  Let us consider the recent report from Focus Ireland.  The housing num-
bers are changing as are the reasons people are ending up homeless.  When the rents go higher, 
families give up because they simply cannot afford it.

Deputy  Anne Rabbitte: They cannot afford it.

Ms Tanya Ward: Then they become homeless as a result.  Without a doubt, getting houses 
built quickly is part of the answer.  However I do not know whether it will address the underly-
ing issues, which include the price of land and the price of rent at the moment.

Deputy  Anne Rabbitte: Our focus must be the fact that we have children in hubs for lon-
ger than nine months at this stage.  This is where the problem lies.  It is becoming normal to say 
home is the hub.  It was always supposed to be a transition.  That is where the ask has to come 
from.  How long can we expect a family to stay in a hub?  That is having a detrimental effect on 
the whole well-being of families and everything else.  Will Dr. Muldoon comment on hubs and 
child protection?  That is my last question.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: I will build on what Ms Ward has said.  From our point of view, obvi-
ously, if there is a quick way of getting children and families into new homes, then that is a fan-
tastic achievement.  From what I can see, unfortunately, the mix does not seem to be as good as 
we would like it to be.  I hear of new units, but many of them are for student or buy-to-rent ac-
commodation.  These are smaller units with fewer facilities and less car parking.  Those living 
there have no need for the same level of facilities as families.  These units have different square 
footage.  Families are not necessarily settling into these new units.  They are not designed or 
being built in the way we would like.  I doubt whether we would get the numbers we want in 
the right places.

That is one crucial part of future planning.  It is okay to say we are getting 22,000 new units 
but are they units that will eradicate this in future?  Will they ensure we are stocked up for the 
future?  Much of this accommodation seems to be for students or well-paid young single profes-
sionals.  The units going up at the moment seem to be for them.

We have to work towards removing the crisis.  That is definitely a key point.  We also need 
to remove the possibility of the crisis recurring.  That is a longer-term argument.  I agree with 
Deputy Rabbitte.  The sooner we can get children and families into homes, the better.  We have 
to see housing as a social good.  That is the way it has to be.  Housing is a social good and not 
a commodity.  That is what we need to change for the future.

The only tool the Dublin Region Housing Executive has is the housing assistance payment 
scheme.  That is what it uses to get people out of family hubs and into rental accommodation 
using their allowance.  Straight away, we can see the landlord has all the power.  They are the 
people who make the decisions.

We can see the problem outside of Dublin.  Galway and Limerick have no rental accom-
modation any more.  Cork is running out of rental accommodation.  The HAP scheme is useless 
or not as good as it can be in those situations and we are relying on the private landlord, as Ms 
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Ward has said.

We have to get the State building again.  We have to get control of those houses and get 
them built for the future so that we are working towards reducing the figure of 70,000 on the 
waiting list for general housing.  That is a crucial part of the social good that we have to try to 
establish as a nation.

Ms Ward has referred to many of the short-term fixes.  We recommend these fixes for child 
support workers in the hubs to help children and provide them with better facilities or oppor-
tunities to talk.  We suggest therapeutic support should be available.  It need not necessarily 
be in every hub but it should be available to children and families in this situation.  We know 
that people are traumatised by becoming homeless.  We have heard the eloquent words about 
people from different backgrounds becoming homeless.  This is not what they expect or plan 
for.  It is not what they want for themselves or their children.  There is automatic trauma there 
and the longer people are subject to that trauma, the more difficult it is for them to come out of 
it.  Therapeutic support would be fantastic as well.

The Departments of Education and Skills and Employment Affairs and Social Protection are 
now moving to bring 7,500 school dinners into a pilot scheme in September.  That is an auto-
matic thing.  I do not know why we need the pilot.  We are the last country in western Europe to 
bring hot meals into schools for free.  The only good thing about it is that we now have a situ-
ation where everything is recyclable and the quality of food is high.  It would be great to speed 
that up.  That is a real joined-up approach and it will help every child without anyone being 
stigmatised for being the recipient.  That is fantastic work.  Ms Ward referred to the Leap card 
scheme for the summer.  That is working well.  However, we know there are major problems 
outside the Dublin area where people do not get a Leap card.  It is far more complicated for a 
homeless family to get access to free transport there.  We know about the community welfare 
scenario as well.  Dr. McAuley may wish to comment if there is anything I have left out.

Dr. Karen McAuley: The broad points made by people so far are right.  It is not only about 
quick fixes but measures to alleviate the trauma and stress on families.  We need to consider the 
odds of it changing around and Ms Ward has spoken about that.

There is a broader point.  Mike Allen from Focus Ireland was talking about this last week.  
He said the solution to homelessness is not emergency accommodation but rather housing and 
homes.  One of the key things in broad terms is what may not necessarily be a solution but a re-
sponse now.  For example, we need to consider our reliance on the private rental sector in terms 
of facilitating families as far as possible to exit homelessness as quickly as possible.  We do not 
see that as a solution in the longer term.  It comes back to this idea of investing in housing as a 
social good and recognising it for what it is.  Housing provides a fundamental human need for 
security and stability.  We need investment in a scheme of public housing.  I know that is not a 
response but in the longer term, it is a question of how we think about this.  Emergency short-
term measures are reactive and limited to what is possible right now, to a certain extent.  We 
need to ensure we do not start speaking about them as long-term solutions, because they are not.

Senator  Joan Freeman: I wish to apologise to everyone for being late.  It was totally un-
avoidable.  Forgive me if I make some comments that people have already made.

As some of the witnesses may know, I come from the real world in many ways.  We need to 
be real.  We do not know whether the people who are here today will be back again when there 
is another election.  That is the reality.  We do not know when there will be an election.  It could 
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be the end of this year or next year.  Most people will be back although I probably will not be.

What Deputy Rabbitte said was spot-on when she talked about a solution-focused approach.  
That is really and truly the only thing that works.  Ms Ward came up with a really good compre-
hensive list of needs.  That is something each of the committee members could take on board 
and fight for.  What happens if we do not do that?  We will leave this meeting today and prob-
ably file our reports but that will be the end of it.  If we want to see solutions we have to go to 
the people who we believe will fight for us.

One area I am obviously interested in is mental health.  I was busy last year with a par-
ticular campaign.  One thing stopped me in my tracks.  I was listening to a young girl being 
interviewed on the radio.  She said that she dreads lifting the blanket from her body when she 
wakes up in the morning because she knows it is the start of another day.  This was from a child 
in a hotel or bed and breakfast accommodation.  That stopped me in my tracks.  Reference was 
made to looking at mental health.  Looking at it is one thing but what the hell is happening?  
What can we do?  What can I do to help the Children’s Rights Alliance and the Ombudsman 
for Children with that aspect of it?  I might not be able to do anything but I believe we should 
be thinking about what this Government can do for the next six to eight months, because really 
that is all we have.  Let us be real about it.

We can talk about legislation and introducing things into the Constitution but that is all long 
term.  I have learned one thing from being here for three years.  It has taken me three years to 
get a tiny tranche of legislation through the Seanad, and it is still not through the Dáil.  Again, 
we need to be real about this.

Let us look at the issues that are concerning us now.  Deputy Rabbitte mentioned the 25,000 
homes.  Dr. Muldoon said there was a mixture, including student accommodation.  Let us find 
out what homes are available.  If we cannot provide 1,700 with one, let us give 700 families a 
home.  The witnesses should focus on certain members and get them to fight their fight.  That 
is what we should do for the next six to eight months.  I do not know if I even asked a question 
in all that waffling.  While it is wonderful to listen to the witnesses, whose reports are compre-
hensive, we must be practical now.  Does anyone want to respond to that?

Mr. Lewis Mooney: I might chime in on that and on Deputy Rabbitte’s comments.  It is not 
to undermine the short-term solutions to some of the problems that have been outlined by Tanya 
Ward and the Ombudsman, but there is a requirement for long-term thinking in this context.  
Senator Freeman referred to a general election.  It is important that there is legal change and that 
rights are afforded to children which they can realise through the courts if necessary but so that 
they can also have those recognised by local authorities.  While they are very important, short-
term solutions are not going to fix the problem.  The number of homeless families is increasing 
day by day.  It requires a whole-of-Government approach and that Government really grasps 
the problem.

Senator  Joan Freeman: Mr. Mooney is, of course, right that we need long-term solutions 
and to introduce legislation, but we are never going to have that perfect storm where everything 
falls together.  We need to have solutions now for the 1,700 families who do not want to wait 
another two or three years to see what the Government will do.  Let us focus on that while con-
tinuing to work in the background on legislation.  I am not dismissing legislation.  I am saying 
that at the same time those families should not hold their breath because we are waiting for the 
Government to take this a step further.
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Deputy  Denise Mitchell: A lot has been covered and I will not repeat it.  There were a few 
things that jumped out of the presentations, however.  One was the interviewing of children in 
the Ombudsman’s report.  Some children said “nothing” was their answer.  That is really sad.  
It is important to read here the response of the ten year old girl who said: “Some days I didn’t 
even want to wake up because I didn’t want to face this day.  I am tired in school.  Some days 
I would just sit there and not even smile.”  That is heartbreaking and would be for any parent 
whose child felt like that.  What do we do for that ten year old child?  We know we have to build 
social and affordable housing.  We cannot sit back and say “Let us do A, B, C and D” because 
there is another tranche coming in behind.  There are people out there who cannot afford the 
rents.  Unless we get into a proper programme, we need to build housing.  The numbers are 
increasing every month.  The Ombudsman’s report refers also to the stigma and shame of being 
homeless.  What can we do in the here and now for those 600 children in the hubs to ensure they 
do not feel shame and are not stigmatised.  Is there anything we can do for those children who 
are going to school and do not even want to smile?

I note to Ms Ward that we went to the Minister again last week to ask for Leap cards.  He 
said he has no plans to introduce a Leap card over the summer period.  I find that horrific.  It is 
something we can do here and now as a committee with responsibility for children and youth 
affairs.  In that report, our teenagers say they feel isolated and excluded.  As a committee, we 
need to contact the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government and tell him we want 
these teenagers to be given this Leap card over the summer period.  It will not make their lives 
fantastic.  It will not get rid of their stigma.  They will not be jumping around in happiness.  
However, it will help them in some way over the summer period so that they are not excluded 
and can take part in activities and meet their friends.  It is something we can and should be do-
ing when we leave the meeting.

There has been a great deal of talk about national standards for hubs.  Can the witnesses 
expand on that and give the committee some examples of what they would like to see done?  
Does Ms Ward know whether any of the recommendations of the Home Works report have been 
implemented?  If so, what has been implemented and what is outstanding?

Ms Tanya Ward: We have an engagement with the Minister for Education and Skills on the 
Home Works report.  There was a Fianna Fáil-sponsored motion on it and we had discussions 
on the report with the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Deputy Zappone.  We have had 
some good engagement with Tusla and the school completion programme under Noel Kelly.  
However, the key recommendations, in particular those to be led by the Department of Educa-
tion and Skills, have not been implemented to date.  Deputy Mitchell asked about solutions.  The 
Leap card for the summer is a good solution which would help to reduce isolation.  Geraldine 
Scanlon has discussed the need to use the provision of “July hours” to give schools the option of 
running programmes over the summer.  That is because for the 1,000 families in emergency ac-
commodation in particular the other issue is hunger.  We do not have cooking facilities.  While 
that is not something about which children think per se, one needs to think in terms of basics 
about the holiday hunger issues that will face children in the holiday period.  Summer holidays 
are a drain for these families to try to get through and that needs to be addressed.

On mental health and well-being, this is being driven by the structural issues.  Getting 
families into homes as soon as possible and reducing the amount of time in hubs and transi-
tory accommodation is key.  The reason for the time limit is to force the Government to build.  
That is one of the things we want to see.  If there is a time limit, the Government must end the 
use of bed and breakfast homeless accommodation and get building.  That is what we hope 
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the time limit will do as it has had that effect in other countries.  Looking at the best solutions 
around mental health and well-being for children in these types of situations, in-school support 
is one of the better approaches.  Some children like to have psychological support outside, but 
most want it in the school.  It is about making sure those schools dealing with higher numbers 
of children who are homeless have the right number of psychologists to work with them.  It 
is about supporting schools with the toolkit and techniques on emotional wellbeing.  Things 
children could be doing include stillness, mindfulness and practices like that to help them get 
through what they are dealing with.  Those kinds of techniques would make a major difference.  
Another solution is to have services working with children in the family hubs to provide those 
kinds of support.  It is about ensuring children have play and recreation facilities where they 
can be normal children and young people.  These things could make a major difference to their 
mental health and wellbeing.

Deputy  Denise Mitchell: In his opening statement, the Ombudsman said he had written to 
the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs to request her to consider increasing the provision 
of practical supports, including child support workers.  Did he receive a reply?

Dr. Niall Muldoon: The letter issued approximately ten days ago and I have had nothing 
back yet.  I made the same request to the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Govern-
ment.  Hopefully, the two Ministers are linking up on the matter to respond as efficiently as pos-
sible.  The Deputy asked about standards as well.  A lot of these hubs have fantastic play areas 
nearby and within their neighbourhoods, but many do not.  We have said the standard should 
be that we will not allow anyone to go to a hub that does not have a childcare support worker, 
good play facilities, a therapeutic connection and easy access to schools.  Those are the sorts of 
things to start creating now.  Ireland has a history of creating an immediate solution that lasts 
for ten or 15 years.  We do not want to mention examples of that again, but we need to get to a 
stage where we provide high-quality, short-term solutions.  The target was to get people in and 
out of family hubs within three months.  Emergency accommodation is a bigger issue.  We need 
to start creating opportunities.  As Ms Ward said and as the figures have shown, it is probably 
going to be 2022 or 2023 before the numbers level off.  We could create a five-year contract 
for somebody.  It does not have to be a full-time Civil Service job for life but we can put this 
system in place and provide supports.  It is similar for the education system.  Many of the extra 
supports do not have to be provided by a high-level psychologist and it could be therapists or 
child support workers.  There are various ways to make sure that we make this happen in the 
immediate term and provide consistency around the country.  People could be doing well in a 
particular hub in Dublin but other hubs are not as high quality and they are less consistent, less 
supportive and provide less access to what one needs even in terms of cooking facilities and 
stuff like that.  A lot of them are glorified hotels that have installed extra washing and cooking 
facilities.  It is those sort of things that we can start to do very quickly and move forward at the 
same time trying to create opportunities for people to get out of the hubs.  I will pass the ques-
tion on mental health scenarios on to my colleague.

Dr. Carmel Corrigan: I thank the Deputy for her comments on the report.  Other aspects 
of the report are equally heartbreaking.  One of the cases that comes to mind is the five-year old 
who tried to commit suicide and is being minded by his seven-year old sibling.  There are chil-
dren who find solace in school.  The only thing they look forward to is going to school because 
it means leaving the facility.  All of these issues have an impact on their mental health, which 
is compounded by a number of factors concerning accommodation such as a lack of space, a 
lack of facilities and exposure to other family stressors.  The situation is compounded by their 
parents’ sense of not being able to parent and cope.  Children are ashamed and embarrassed and 
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parents feel like failures, which is not a healthy scenario for a child to spend any time in as part 
of a family.  As Dr. Muldoon mentioned, we have argued for family support to be increased in 
the report.  First, family support should be part of a solution because families, as a whole, in 
these situations need support.  Child support workers are specifically needed to help children 
not necessarily deal with these issues on a day-to-day basis rather than a psychological level 
and to have meaningful activities and a little independence and normality.  There should then be 
outreach therapeutic services for children who need more psychological or mental health inter-
vention.  I agree with Ms Ward and the Ombudsman for Children that having resources school 
is a good place to locate these resource  but while I do not mean to be flippant, we are back to 
the Leap card situation.  What does someone do for the three months of the summer if he or she 
has a child who is suffering with this?

We found that many children do not want to identify as homeless and their schools are un-
aware of their situation.  As Ms Ward said, they may show up in dirty clothes or hungry but that 
may not be enough for the school to identify them as children living in these circumstances.  We 
need to be cautious about where we locate services other than, and as well as, the school system. 

Senator  Fintan Warfield: I support the idea of a Leap card.  We are delaying the notion 
of free travel anyway.  A friend of mine pointed out that people pay for the bus to get to work 
to pay tax to pay for the bus so we are just delaying free travel.  People using Leap card, par-
ticularly during the summer, would use the spare capacity of Dublin Bus and a card would help 
people who could not afford such travel.  If the Minister does not make a move on this, it would 
be worth talking to Dublin Bus or the Luas provider directly.  An Post, amidst its rebrand, has 
provided for homeless people in terms of postal services.

Many of the broader issues have been covered but I want to discuss LGBT homelessness.  
Focus Ireland was here last week but I did not get an opportunity to commend its work along-
side BeLonG To in preparing research and data on LGBT homelessness in this State.  It is 
a global issue.  A recent study in the UK found that a quarter of young homeless people are 
LGBT.  The Albert Kennedy Trust report found that 69% of young LGBT people reported that 
parental rejection was a reason for their homelessness.  In 2013, the Special Rapporteur on 
Child Protection, Dr. Geoffrey Shannon, told the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Health and 
Children that LGBT people were highly represented among Ireland’s homeless and “a targeted 
response is required”.  Are the witnesses conscious of the issue?  A hostile family environment 
and stigma are more prevalent than we realise, particularly for young transgender people. 

Dr. Niall Muldoon: It is not something that we have picked up on in a lot of the cases.  
Our direct consultations were with people who were much younger and in families.  I cannot 
disagree with the figures.  I can imagine the extra trauma that goes with that.  If one has been 
forced out of one’s home as a young person and trying to come to terms with one’s sexuality 
and identity, it must add enormously to the trauma.

Dr. Carmel Corrigan: It is not something that specifically came to our attention during the 
consultations in any number at all.  I appreciate that for all young people coming to terms with 
their sexuality, whatever that may be, is a transition period in their lives and it can be a difficult 
and challenging situation.  For somebody trying to come to terms with that while living in a 
room with the rest of his or her family for a protracted period may pose particular and difficult 
challenges, particularly for the LGBTI community.  It may be a particularly difficult scenario 
for young people who are dealing with that and expressing that to be in.

Senator  Fintan Warfield: I agree.
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Dr. Carmel Corrigan: The issue has not been raised directly with us.  There were only 12 
older children in this consultation so I would not in anyway contradict the Senator that it is an 
issue because it just was not prevalent in this particular group of children.

Ms Tanya Ward: The issue has come to the attention of the Children’s Rights Alliance 
through our member organisations, including BeLonG To.  They have told us that young people 
are not being represented in the general statistics because they do not out themselves.  When 
they are asked to identify their reason for being homeless, family breakdown comes up as one 
but they do not say their families have kicked them out of home because they have just come 
out or their families have discovered something about them.  The issue is, therefore, under re-
ported and under counted, yet it is still prevalent.  BeLonG To and the other organisations have 
said that these young people need specific supports to find a housing solution.  Some of them 
could end up in the care system depending on their age.

Perhaps Mr. Mooney wants to talk about the issue from that perspective and whether these 
young people should be in aftercare as well.  Tusla should provide these young people with 
supports such as residential lodgings, etc.  Some of the solutions might look like that for some 
of these young people. 

Mr. Lewis Mooney: It is not something that I have direct experience of in childcare pro-
ceedings.  I certainly see hat is probably an indirect or direct consequence that is not being 
spoken about.

Ms Tanya Ward: Yes.

Mr. Lewis Mooney: I could not speak to it myself.

Ms Tanya Ward: Alongside it, Travellers are another group.  The Senator talked about 
quick solutions.  The 30,000 Travellers are completely over-represented in the homeless statis-
tics, particularly outside Dublin.  There are many solutions that are not being exercised by the 
local authorities, with money not being spent.  There may be something the committee could 
do.  Accommodating Travellers would immediately result in a significant drop in the homeless 
statistics.  We know from Focus Ireland that at one point they represented approximately 10% 
of new entrants in homeless accommodation.  If the solutions were exercised and the State took 
control of the issue, it would have an immediate effect on the numbers.

Chairman: The State has an horrific record, specifically the local authorities in not spend-
ing the money they have been given.  It is inexcusable and I have been saying it in my 15 years 
in politics.

The delegates have proposed this education support package for discussion.  It is possibly 
one of the most significant things because it would be immediate and have a very obvious bene-
fit.  Deputy Mitchell and Senator Freeman spoke about supports.  As far as I am aware - it might 
be very helpful this year - there is a significant €25 increase in the back-to-school clothing and 
footwear allowance.  I just wanted to make that point before Deputy Lisa Chambers came in.

Deputy  Lisa Chambers: I apologise for missing the beginning of the meeting; we are all 
scheduled to deal with many things in these couple of days.

Obviously, the homelessness issue is different across the regions.  I come from a rural con-
stituency and see homelessness presenting in slightly different ways where we have families 
living with grandparents or many people in one house.  We do not have hubs and for the most 
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part do not see people on the streets.  There are some families who use vouchers for bed and 
breakfast accommodation.  The local authorities are quite reluctant to go beyond five days at 
a push.  In my office I frequently meet people who have been told to apply for the housing as-
sistance payment and are asking for help in finding a property to rent.  However, they are not 
available.  The last time I searched daft.ie in the entire county of Mayo there were about 90 
properties, even though it is a very large county.  In some areas there were no properties avail-
able for rent, but there were a number of properties available on Airbnb.  That is an issue not 
just in the cities but also beyond them.  Are there specific solutions for rural communities in 
counties such as Mayo?

It is great when families come out of homelessness and are finally housed.  On the follow-
up with children who have spent a period in homelessness, there is stigma attached to it and the 
damage is done which they take with them.  Is there any follow-up?  Does it vary from county 
to county?  I presume Tusla is responsible for that engagement.

My final suggestion came from a discussion about Leap cards.  What to do with children 
during the summer is a problem for all parents, especially when it is raining and they do not 
have the routine of going to school every day.  The parents who can afford to do so send their 
children to summer camps such as Cúl camps or Let’s Go camps.  This gives them routine as 
they are gone in the morning and back in the afternoons, a little like school.  People who are 
homeless obviously do not have the resources to do so.  Perhaps as a short-term measure for 
families living in hubs, bed and breakfast accommodation or hotels a grant or money could be 
made available to allow the children to participate in the summer camps we all attended when 
we were children.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: I think it is a fantastic idea to find some way for children and young 
people to become engaged with summer camps.  We are aware that some of the hubs have con-
nections with voluntary organisations that allow that to happen in the local area.  Most of them 
are outside Dublin, in which there are one or two.  It is happening locally, but it could easily be 
moved forward on a national level.

The committee has discussed making more use of school facilities outside school terms.  
That might provide opportunities for all children, not just those who are homeless.  If the play-
ground was available or some supervised activity was allowed in the gymnasium - there are 
facilities that are unused for two or three months - we could possibly use them in different ways.  
They are great ideas.

On the issue of quick fixes in hubs, one of the children suggested to us that for teenagers 
who could not move from their bedroom to the television room or the study without their par-
ents and other children coming with them, we could provide perhaps a university student to 
oversee a teenage room in order that the parents would not have to supervise every child all the 
time.  That is the lack of privacy they experience in hubs.  It is something we could do quickly.

I am fully aware of the rural homelessness.  Each local authority does it differently.  Done-
gal County Council only allows a maximum of three days’ bed and breakfast accommodation.

Deputy  Lisa Chambers: It is generally the same in County Mayo, but we have been able 
to push it in certain circumstances.  There is discretion.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: Again, there is a lack of standardisation which adds to the sense of 
shame and guilt.  They are hiding it because their local authority will not even recognise their 
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need in the same way that they-----

Deputy  Lisa Chambers: Effectively they have to beg for a bed.

Dr. Niall Muldoon: I have spoken to people in Galway.  People are moving to where other 
facilities can be made available to them.  Again, that changes the nature of the demographics 
and the supports available to the children also.  That needs to be taken into consideration.  I do 
not have a set answer to that question.

The follow-up is crucial.  Last week I spoke to the Joint Committee on Housing, Planning 
and Local Government about the psychological impact of the first 1,000 days of homelessness 
for all children.  For a child who spends even 12 months in homelessness as a baby, the follow-
up needs to be almost as long to ensure they will get back on track as quickly as possible.  Dr. 
Nowicki wrote in the Geographical Journal about children and families who had come out of 
homelessness and found a new place in which to live.  They were still feeling the impact of trau-
ma, the shame and guilt.  They will not go away for a long time and the parents will carry them 
even longer than the children.  They still need to be acknowledged, recognised and worked with 
in order to come out of it.  It is important to find a way.  I do not know if one agency has taken 
this on board.  There has been so much work done in getting them out that nobody has thought 
about the aftercare element.  It will be an important part for the future.

Deputy  Lisa Chambers: The Tusla children and young persons services committees, CY-
PSCs, do great work on a localised basis.  Each co-ordinator has significant autonomy in how 
he or she runs the committee for the county or district.  Perhaps we might write to Tusla and the 
Minister for Children and Youth Affairs about the matter for children coming out of homeless-
ness.

Dr. Karen McAuley: I wish to make two points about rural homelessness, although I ap-
preciate others have more expertise on the specifics.  If housing is not available in rural commu-
nities, whether it is provided by the local authority or otherwise, how can we prevent families 
from having to present as homeless in the first place?  Can further measures be taken to mini-
mise the necessity for any family having to do so, whether it be a change to the legislation or 
otherwise, short term or otherwise?  I appreciate the point about taking immediate measures to 
alleviate the position for families who are experiencing homelessness now.

Going back to the legislation, as I know members of the committee appreciate, the provi-
sion of emergency accommodation for families and others in whatever form it takes is at the 
discretion of the local authority.  In the longer term it is about legislating to create an obligation 
to require the local authorities to provide accommodation and supports for people, including 
families, who present as homeless.  I know, as we all do, that that is not the solution right now, 
but it is really important that those legislative changes happen alongside the taking of immedi-
ate measures.

Mr. Lewis Mooney: A number of calls from children suffering from homelessness have 
been made to the Children’s Rights Alliance access to justice helpline.  The number of people 
in rural communities calling to gain information is much larger than it is Dublin.  The support 
and information services are not as developed in these communities, which compounds the 
problem.

Deputy  Lisa Chambers: I agree.  It is perceived as an urban or city issue, but it is now be-
ing seen in rural communities also.  My colleagues in other rural constituencies are saying the 
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numbers presenting in their offices with this problem are increasing.

Ms Tanya Ward: The higher number of children living in poverty is actually in rural com-
munities where incomes are lower.  This makes it more difficult for families to compete for 
private rented accommodation if rents are increasing.  On the western seaboard, I hope the 
Airbnb measures will make a difference.  Part of the problem, particularly in Galway, is that 
many properties are being used to provide accommodation for tourists when they could be 
made available in the long-term rental sector.

The countries that have been most successful in addressing housing crises are the ones in 
which the state has built more public housing for working people and vulnerable groups.  On 
the issue of urban Ireland versus rural Ireland, local councils need to build their expertise and 
funds, as well as the accommodation stock.

There is a range of aftercare supports provided by homeless services.  Focus Ireland does 
a lot of work with families when they come out of homelessness, for example.  One of the 
challenges for such a family is the having the ability to hold down a home as they could have 
become institutionalised when in the homeless services.  Simon Communities does this with 
single people who have gone through addiction, emotional or mental health issues.  However, 
some families do not need that support and are resilient.  They might spend a shorter time home-
less and get out of it quickly.  However, there are others, particularly those who are homeless 
for longer, who tend to be more vulnerable.  There is probably a need for a mapping of services 
versus need.  The Deputy is correct that the children and young people’s services committees, 
CYPSCs, are the ideal location for it.

Deputy  Lisa Chambers: They are undertaking that mapping in some CYPSC areas.  It 
would be a good one for them on which to focus.

Ms Tanya Ward: Resources could be put in through the services.  What comes from some 
members is that they do not know where the children are.  Sometimes the State tries to hide the 
emergency accommodation options because it is afraid there will be a kickback.

Deputy  Lisa Chambers: An influx.

Ms Tanya Ward: It is afraid that the media will highlight the fact that a hotel has homeless 
families and tourists will not want to go there.  There is a range of issues.  It means that the 
well funded services which could make a significant difference are not necessarily getting to 
the families in need.

On the issue of school completion, we know from research carried out by Geraldine Scan-
lon and Grainne McKenna for Children’s Rights Alliance, with the support of the Community 
Foundation for Ireland, that their long-term educational prospects could be affected by home-
lessness.  There is a need to bring in the educational welfare services to work with these families 
early on.  A child might only need support for several months and then in mainstream education.  
Someone somewhere needs to make an assessment and follow through to ensure there are no 
issues that a child will not be left vulnerable.

Chairman: On behalf of the committee, I thank the delegates for their presentations and 
dealing with members’ questions comprehensively.  It was proposed that two letters be sent.  Is 
it agreed that they be drafted and sent in due course?  Agreed.

The joint committee adjourned at 11.55 a.m. until 1 p.m. on Tuesday, 9 July 2019.


