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Housing Costs, Poverty and the Regions 

Rural Ireland faces significant challenges in the areas of job 

creation and service provision for an ageing population; in 

ensuring the natural capital and biodiversity of rural areas 

is protected, and in encouraging young people who have 

left to return and settle in rural areas. The impact of the 

Covid-19 pandemic on rural areas will be significant and 

lasting. Although remote working presents an opportunity 

to reinvigorate rural communities, however the social and 

economic impact of the pandemic will be lasting, with a 

potentially prolonged period of unemployment and many 

sectors slow to reopen. A fully resourced rural and regional 

recovery strategy is a priority. The future of rural Ireland is 

inextricably linked to a number of issues. Brexit will have a 

significant impact on some parts of rural Ireland. Just un­

der 3 per cent of our population lives less than 10 kilome­

tres away from the border with Northern Ireland. The im­

pact that Brexit will have on the living standards, liveli­

hoods, business and day to day activities of many people 

and towns and villages cannot be underestimated. This 

disruption is already manifesting itself in different ways 

and significant ongoing support will be required for these 

areas. 

But Brexit is not the only issue that will determine the fu­

ture of rural Ireland. How we transition to a more sustaina­

ble society and how we ensure rural areas and regions are 

supported to adapt to the potential impact of the future of 

work will determine what kind of rural communities we 

will have in Ireland by 2040. 

These rural disparities are borne out in the poverty data in 

the 2020 SILC. Before housing costs, the Northern and 

Western Region has a poverty rate of 18.2 per cent, some 

161, 440 people, followed by the Southern Region at 15.3 

per cent (253,797 people) and the Eastern and Midland 

Region at 10.1 per cent (249,538 people). 

Each region experiences an increase in poverty when mort­

gage interest and rent payments are taken into account. 

The Northern and Western Region increases to 24.9 per 

cent (220,872 people); the Southern Region increases to 

19.6 per cent (325,126 people); and the Eastern and 

Midland Region increases to 16.8 per cent (415,072 

people). 

With just under one third of Ireland's population 

classified as 'rural'. it is important that our national 

development policy reflects this and addresses the 

particular challenges rural communities face. To date, 

development has predom­inantly focussed on Dublin and 

the surrounding region. In order for rural communities to 

thrive it is vital that Ireland 2040 the National Planning 

Framework and Ireland 2040 National Development Plan 

focus on ensuring future de­velopment is balanced and 

not focussed solely on Dublin or the east of the country. 

Ireland 2040 acknowledged the present imbalance but 

significant policy shifts at govern­ance level are required 

if we are to have a more balanced development. 

Rural development policy must be cognisant of these driv­

ers of change and the opportunities and the challenges 

that they present. 

The Need for Increased Social Housing and a Right to Housing 

The right to housing, at its most basic level, is the right of 

everyone to be adequately accommodated. This does not 

mean that everyone has a free house, or that everyone even 

owns a house, but that a person's basic need for shelter has 

the same Constitutional protection as the property rights of 

landowners. Various homelessness and housing organisa­

tions have campaigned for this right to be enshrined in the 

Constitution, with a groundswell of public support at na­

tional protests calling for a Referendum. The Government's 

Housing for All Strategy committed to holding a referendum 

on housing, but stopped short of committing to a referen­

dum on the right to housing. 

The provision of adequate social housing has been lacking in 

recent years, with the years post-2008 crash seeing cuts to 

capital expenditure for housing and a significant reduction 

in builds by Local Authorities and Approved housing Bodies. 

There has been some debate in recent years about "mixed 

tenure" developments - in fact new developments have, 

over the past number of years, been required to ensure a 

tenure mix (for example the Land Development Agency 

aims to facilitate construction of 10 per cent social, 30 per 

cent affordable and 60 per cent market price housing). This 

is arguably the wrong approach if we are to provide adequate 

accommodation for the most vulnerable households. 

There are currently 61,880 households on the social housing 

waiting lists and 59,821 tenancies in receipt of the Housing 

Assistance Payment (HAP) as at the end of 2020. This 

equates to almost 122,000 households in need of long-term, 

sustainable social housing before taking account the man 

women and children in domestic abuse situations, house­

holds in Direct Provision, households in unsuitable and over 

-crowded accommodation and delayed discharges from hos­

pital. The provision of social housing must be prioritised

and must be moved from "social housing solutions", which

include private rental subsidies, to social housing provision

with homes provided by Local Authorities or properly regu­

lated Approved Housing Bodies. Difficulties experienced by

tenants of social housing developments are not a result of

the houses, or the people, but of a lack of proper planning,

adequate services and opportunities for employment. Once

the social structures are in place, any tenure - whether

mixed or unitary - could thrive.

The decline in local authority construction, discretionary 

nature of HAP tenancies, increase in the cost of private rents 

and the promotion by Government of policies which seek to 

rely on the private rented sector for the provision of social 

housing, places low-income households in precarious living 

situations. It is also a considerable cost to the Exchequer, 

with up to €1 billion being spent on housing supplements 

per annum. 

Government should aim to emulate our European peers who 

perform well in terms of social housing provision and social 

housing stock. Social fustice Ireland proposes that Govern­

ment set a target of 20 per cent of all housing stock in Ire­

land to be social housing. An increase in real social housing 

provision would free up almost 60,000 private rented prop­

erties into the market, which would undoubtedly have a 

positive impact on rent costs, making them more affordable. 
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