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The Importance of ‘Home’, the Irish Housing Crisis and the Road to Reform 
 
 
 

 Introduction 
 
The number of homeless families in Ireland has increased since by 232% since July 2014 (Focus Ireland, 2020). 

This shocking statistic represents the severity of the Irish housing crisis. Despite 68% of homeless people last 

living in the private rental sector (PRS) (Focus Ireland, 2020), the government’s Rebuilding Ireland plan shows 

their continuing reliance on this sector to fill the gap between the supply and demand of houses. This is 

outrageous and evidently change is needed to prevent further increase in homelessness and to provide access to 

secure, affordable homes for everyone in our country.   

In Section 1 I will be discussing the concept of home, with particular emphasis on the idea of ontological security. 

I draw on Blunt and Dowling’s framework for understanding home (2006) and discuss important interpretations 

of the home as a place versus a feeling.   

In Section 2 I will be analysing the housing crisis. I focus on the PRS which is detrimental to the concept of a 

secure home. The most pressing issues are the government’s reliance on subsidising the PRS, particularly the HAP 

scheme, and the lack of protection and security for tenants within the sector due to regulations that are often 

futile.  

Finally, in Section 3 I will be proposing that Ireland resolves the housing crisis by adopting a model of public 

housing based on the cost-rental model (CRM). I will describe the effectiveness of the CRM and how it should be 

implemented with adaptations to ensure a sustainable and stable housing sector and an end to the housing crisis.   

 

 

 
 
 

 



 

   

 

Section 1: Theories of Housing and Home  

Whether it’s a physical building, caravan, tent or merely an assembly of building materials (Blunt and Dowling, 

2006), it is hard to imagine a home without shelter. However, giving more consideration to the meaning of home, 

it immediately becomes clear that a home is more than just a roof over your head (Gurney, 2020). Home can have 

very different meanings for different people, and can have positive or negative connotations depending on 

location, personal circumstances, life experience and community. Academics have argued as to whether home is 

a geographical place, a feeling, or both and location is clearly important as this will influence the style of housing, 

the expenses of building and buying these houses and the profits that can be accrued (Blunt and Dowling, 2006). 

However, my conceptualisation of home focuses on home as a feeling. I will discuss Blunt and Dowling’s key 

frameworks for understanding home (2006), moving then to the importance of physical place and the feelings of 

home, and the ways in which our understandings of home should play a part in future housing policy and 

development to promote equality and social justice in the housing sector. 

Blunt and Dowling describe three key frameworks for understanding home: housing studies, Marxism and 

Humanism (2006). Housing studies is quite broad, including housing policy, the provision of housing and forms of 

tenure. The emphasis on home ownership in Ireland since the 1980s resulted in more focus on the geographical 

aspect of home, as naturally, homeowners are less likely to move around than insecure renters. Housing studies is 

also concerned with the economics of housing provision and housing design, both of which are more closely 

linked to the geographical concept of housing (Blunt and Dowling, 2006). In recent times there has been great 

interest in expanding housing studies to look at wider meanings of home than merely the physical aspect. This 

interest may be hugely beneficial in tackling the current housing crisis. If a deeper understanding of the 

importance of a home was incorporated when dealing with housing policy and provision, this could reduce the 

market view of houses as assets as opposed to ontologically secure homes.  

Marxism does not pay much heed to home as a feeling, focusing more on home as a workplace, relating to social 

reproduction and capitalism (Blunt and Dowling, 2006). However, this can be controversial as the home can still 



 

   

 

be a workplace for women, despite growing gender equality in recent years. Although Blunt and Dowling describe 

Marxism as a framework of understanding home, I think it offers too narrow an approach and is not beneficial in 

tackling the housing crisis of today, unless it was to promote the need for gender equality within the home. 

Finally, Humanism relates to how people create a sense of home and meaningfulness within their home (Blunt 

and Dowling, 2006). Although a slightly broader framework than Marxism, this still has its limitations as it is not 

always possible to make the home a positive place by decoration or cleaning. Tidying your house in an effort to 

better organise your life, such as the KonMari method (2020), is of little to no benefit if you’re living in an abusive 

environment, do not consider your home a positive space, or your landlord won’t allow you to make changes to 

the house. In theory, humanism would be a positive way to conceptualise home if everyone owned their own 

space and felt ontologically secure there, but in today’s society this is not the case and there are a lot more issues 

within the housing system to be addressed before humanism seems more than just an idealistic approach.  

Due to the narrowness of these frameworks (Blunt and Dowling, 2006), I would consider it better to use elements 

of previous theories to broadly interpret home as a geographical place and a feeling. It is clear that focusing on 

just one will not encompass the full meaning of home. Both place and feeling need to be given priority, over the 

current prioritisation of profit, when it comes to fighting our housing crisis and providing more equal access to 

good quality, secure homes.  

The importance of home and how its meaning can vary from person to person has received huge attention since 

March 2020, when Covid-19 caused Ireland to lock down. The ‘stay at home’ defence strategy highlights how the 

home is assumed to be a safe place of retreat, the only place to really social distance (Byrne, 2020). However, this 

assumption is unrealistic, as not everyone is safe or comfortable in their house, if they are lucky enough to even 

have one. Obviously victims of domestic abuse were more vulnerable than usual during the lockdown, but so 

were renters, albeit it in a different way. Tenants in shared and/or overcrowded accommodation, with different 

people and families living together can leave renters vulnerable to Covid (Byrne, 2020). Although the temporary 

ban on evictions means they are protected against physical homelessness during the pandemic, they do not have 



 

   

 

the necessary control (Börjesson and Söderqvist Forkby, 2020) of a shared household to make it feel like a home, 

in the way that would be possible in a one person/family house. This indicates the necessity to de-crowd rental 

homes and emergency accommodation settings. Outside the scope of the pandemic, tenants are often powerless 

compared to their landlords, and can even be evicted for reasons outside of their control (Byrne, 2018. This 

insecurity may affect employment, education, mental health, social life and community integration (Byrne, 2018), 

all of which play a large role in making a house feel like a home. Surely it is not possible to feel ontologically 

secure in your home if you are lacking even basic security, and for this reason I would question whether it is 

possible for the rental sector to give rise to the genuine feeling of home.   

It is undeniably important to have a sheltered, physical place to call home, but there is extensive literature 

proving a home is much more than just bricks and mortar (Gurney, 2020). For example, children in care may have 

shelter from the outside world, but they are unlikely to feel at home (Blunt and Dowling, 2006) as they often lack 

the absence of surveillance which is necessary in making a place home (Börjesson and Söderqvist Forkby, 2020). 

Similarly, studies have shown refugee children do not consider a physical building to be central to their idea of 

home, but their social relations and a sense of belonging (Börjesson and Söderqvist Forkby, 2020), which can be 

extremely difficult to develop for those living in Direct Provision centres.  

One particular facet that is globally associated with home is family (Barone, 2019). However, this again shows that 

home can be a positive or negative place for people. There are families living in houses who do not having healthy 

relationships with each other, as well as those who have no family and feel isolated, making the house a negative 

place. If someone is in fear or unhappy in their house, they are lacking security, so does it doesn’t seem 

appropriate to really call this a home. On the other hand, a family may not feel at home if they have moved to a 

new geographical area and are struggling to integrate into the community, despite having a sense of security and 

belonging within the boundaries of their physical house. Nomads such as the Karagouni in Greece, show that is 

possible to retain a feeling of ‘home’ despite moving around, as they view home as more of a “lived experience” 

than a geographical place (Barone, 2019). However, many nomads often feel ‘homesick’ and eventually return to 



 

   

 

a geographical location that is significant to them (Barone, 2019). These points prove that it is near impossible to 

conceptualise home within the confinements of just a place or a feeling.  

The complexities involved in trying to reach an all-encompassing definition for home can seem endless and many 

questions arise along the way. It would be fair to ask is it really necessary to conceptualise something that can be 

so different for everyone.  Although there has arguably always been a housing crisis for people in oppression 

(Madden and Marcuse, 2016), the severity of the current crisis is such that it is crucial to understand the meaning 

of home in order to critically think about our response to the lack of homes in our society. The main focus cannot 

just be to produce more houses in order to create more homes. This is an outdated concept which has proven 

detrimental in the past for communities such as Ballymun in the 1960s (Ó Broin, 2019), where it later became 

clear that poor housing policy and lack of understanding the importance of community infrastructure impacted 

educational achievement, employment opportunities, formation of strong social relationships and mental health.  

I would think that conceptualising home a as a feeling, while recognising the significance of location, would be the 

best way to approach ending the housing crisis by striving to provide affordable, ontologically secure homes and 

communities, not just physical houses. Blunt and Dowling (2006) perfectly summarise this by stating “that a 

house may not be a home, and that home is not only experienced in a house” and I feel if this were to become a 

sort of mantra for those involved in housing policy, development and production it could hugely benefit society as 

a whole. 
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SECTION 2: Analysis of Problems within the Current Housing Crisis 

 
Although more suited to flexible tenants such as students or migrant workers, the number of families in rental 

accommodation trebled between 2005 and 2015 (Saunders, 2016). This is due to the difficulties for many families 

in purchasing a home as several landlords are pricing potential homeowners out of the market which continues to 

drive prices even higher (Byrne, 2016). While there are many factors contributing the housing crisis, I believe 

there are so many issues within the current PRS that it cannot be ignored. The main issues are the State’s reliance 

on subsidies to tackle the lack of affordability, which has led to growing public discontent proving this reliance is 

wholly misplaced (Healy and Goldrick Kelly, 2017), and also the lack of security for tenants, especially those 

receiving subisidies, due to the poor regulation of the PRS.   

 

Reliance on Subsidies to Improve Affordability 

While affordability is a huge problem within the housing crisis as a whole, the affordability of the PRS is a bigger 

problem for the government as opposed to tenants, as subsidies are available to them (Focus Ireland, 2020). It is 

undeniable that without subsidies such as the Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) and Supplementary Rent 

Allowance there would be a much higher proportion of homeless people than there is already, nonetheless these 

payments are still very problematic. For example, in the Budget 2021, the government plan to spend €558million 

on HAP to provide 15,000 new HAP supported homes and maintain 59,000 households already receiving HAP. 

This is not a sustainable way to combat the housing crisis as the €558million is paid directly to landlords, 

reflecting the commodification and marketisation of housing in Ireland and the prioritisation of landlords’ profit 

over basic human need. It is unclear why the government are supporting this as they are wasting money while 

there are more cost-effective options where they could make some of the money back and recycle it into 

developing new housing projects. The recognition of a right to housing in Scotland resulted in improved cost 

effectiveness and housing policy initiatives (Constitutional Convention, 2014), suggesting this could hugely benefit 

the Irish housing system. 



 

   

 

In Dublin, rent prices are often above the HAP limits, excluding those facing greater disadvantage from the PRS 

(Hearne, 2020). While a report from the Houses of the Oireachtas (2016) recommends increasing HAP to reflect 

current market rates, the fact that monthly mortgage payments are cheaper than a lot of rental fees (Hearne, 

2020) solidifies the ridiculousness of how exposed the government are to rising market rents and this is an 

entirely unsustainable method of providing housing.  

Furthermore, the maximum potential increase of rent by of 4% per annum in Rent Pressure Zones (Residential 

Tenancies Act 2004), may seem like a good idea, but even if landlords genuinely followed this rule, 4% increase of 

a sum that a tenant is already struggling to pay is likely to be detrimental to their qualification for rental subsidies, 

or even their tenancy.  

Rental subsidies are an important short-term mechanism for preventing homelessness, but effectively the 

government is paying astronomical amounts for insecure accommodation for tenants. It is not good value for 

money for the State and it would better to move away from the Rebuilding Ireland idea of using subsidies as a 

primary mechanism for tackling the housing crisis. The lack of foresight among government as to how costly this 

will be in the long run is quite concerning and it is difficult to see how this perspective could be justified when the 

money would be much better spend investing in new building programmes, regeneration or acquiring existing 

properties to provide genuinely secure homes to owners or tenants.  

 

Lack of Security and Protection within the Private Rental Sector  

Lack of security is another major issue in the PRS as the law and policy seems to favour landlords over tenants. 

The climbing figures of homeless in Dublin alone indicate a clash of economic and welfare policies (Lima, 2018). 

Section 34 of the Residential Tenancies Act 2004 outlines the six grounds on which a landlord can terminate a 

Part 4 tenancy, three of which are outside of the tenant’s control. This undermines the security of tenants’ leases 

and does not provide a secure home for tenants. The power dynamics of the landlord/tenant relationship can 

lead to endurance of substandard living conditions in order to avoid conflict arising and risk of eviction (Byrne and 

McArdle, 2020). 41% of renting tenants have lived in their accommodation for less than one year (Threshold, 



 

   

 

2020), meaning they only have to receive a 35 day notice of termination period, or 28 days if less than 6 months 

(Residential Tenancies Act, 2004). This is an extremely short period of time to find new accommodation, 

especially considering 91% of respondent tenants found it difficult or extremely difficult to find accommodation 

to rent in the first place (Threshold, 2020). I estimate the Focus Ireland figure of 68% of homeless people coming 

from the PRS to be even greater, as at least 6% claim to have last lived with family or friends, not their own home, 

before becoming homeless (Focus Ireland, 2020). This figure represents the “hidden homeless”, and is likely much 

higher than documented as we are now seeing the rise of ‘generation stuck at home’ who are still dependent on 

family members or friends for shelter (Hearne, 2020).  

Aideen Hayden’s (2020) view that “laws are only as good as the capacity of the regulatory system or of the 

individual to enforce them,” can be seen clearly in the regulation of the PRS. Tenants who are in receipt of rental 

subsidies are more likely to experience housing deprivation, overcrowding (Grotti et al.,2018) and discrimination. 

Although discrimination on the basis of receiving HAP is against the Equal Status Acts 2000-2015, there have been 

attempts by some landlords to exclude HAP tenants. For instance the Workplace Relations Commission case of 

ADJ-00004100 (21 August 2017), in which  the landlord was told to take steps to accept HAP tenants, but could 

not be compelled to do so without being brought to the circuit court, which is not financially viable for tenants.  

Similar sentiments can be seen in arguments that the Residential Tenancies Board could provide more security to 

tenants if it were more proactive in punishing landlords for breaches of legislation as opposed to just encouraging 

compliance.  

It is easy to see how Ireland is home to one of the worst regulated rental sectors in Western Europe (Byrne, 

2018), and the insecurity that comes with this lack of regulation. Insecurity can prevent tenants from setting 

down roots in their community, which can strengthen the social exclusion of adults and children. The most 

obvious solution to providing more security within a rental sector could be to recognise housing as a right, as this 

would bring much stronger regulation to the PRS. At this moment, recognising this right may only exacerbate the 

crisis as there is not an adequate amount of houses to enable protection of this right. However, it is clear that 

protection for tenants in the PRS as they stand now are not good enough and there is definitely scope for 



 

   

 

strengthening legislation and policy to provide more security for tenants and to control the “wild west of the Irish 

housing system” (Byrne, 2018).  

There is a much broader scope of problems within the Irish housing crisis than discussed here, and the challenges 

to accessing a home can seem overwhelming (Byrne, 2018). However, with a political and cultural shift to view 

housing as a necessity and not just an asset (Keating, 2020), there are many ways this can be changed. In the next 

section I argue the best route to reform is through adopting a new model of housing based on the CRM.   
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SECTION 3: Proposal of a Solution to the Current Housing Crisis 
 
Obviously there is a myriad of problems within the housing sector, but, academic research and literature proves 

there is also a great deal of potential solutions. It would be best to take a long term approach to resolving the 

housing crisis, in order to maintain a stable housing sector for future generations. Increased supply of social 

housing alone will only benefit the most vulnerable in our communities, while building more houses for private 

purchase will only benefit those earning high incomes. There is an unmistakable need for an intermediate 

measure which will address affordability (Clúid, 2019) and security for everyone. A complete revolution of the PRS 

towards an expanded version of the European Cost Rental Model (CRM), that is accessible to all, would have the 

ability to end housing inequality, social segregation and exclusion, and the whole housing crisis. 

 

The European Cost-Rental Model 

The CRM produces a strong rental sector that is available to a mix of household types and income levels (SVP, 

2020). The CRM has been labelled the “magic ingredient” to the best rental sectors in Europe (Byrne, 2017), and 

has led to less than 7% of households in Austria receiving housing allowances (NESC, 2014). Following the 

realisation that large scale social housing projects without adequate community supports was not the path to a 

successful housing system, Ireland seemed to abandon the social housing sector instead of rethinking their 

approach (Byrne, 2018). Other European countries learned from their mistakes and grew to develop housing 

systems that have endured economic crises and formed communities of mixed social class to prevent segregation. 

For example, when availability of mortgage credit rose and led to a sharp increase in Austrian house prices, the 

government responded by increasing social housing output to counteract this and keep rent prices stable (Norris 

and Byrne, 2018).  

Austria and France have implemented models where maximum cost rental charges are not subject to time limits 

(NESC, 2014). In Finland, CRM tenants usually have 45 years of cost rental payment before rent can be 

reconsidered to match prevailing market conditions or the building sold (Healy and Goldrick Kelly, 2017). This 45 



 

   

 

year limit isn’t very controversial as strong regulations on the private rental sector tend to result in competition 

between the private and social rental sectors meaning prices are unlikely to significantly rise over time (Fahey and 

Norris, 2019). This competition is advanced by the high proportion of the population that qualify for these cost 

rental social houses (Norris and Byrne, 2018).  

 

Funding Mechanisms 

The disparities in financing mechanisms for housing sectors across Europe highlights the lack of cost-effectiveness 

of Ireland’s 100% Capital Grant model which is not common in many other countries (Healy and Goldrick Kelly, 

2019). Austrian housing authorities receive 35% government loans towards their funding of cost rental homes. As 

this loan will be repaid it creates a “closed circuit of finance” that can be used repeatedly for further development 

projects (NESC, 2014). In Sweden, housing associations are classified as companies in the public corporate sector 

so that borrowing doesn’t affect government deficits (SVP, 2020). This is similar to the Netherlands where loans 

are linked to companies, as opposed to specific projects (NESC, 2014). This would be a great idea for Ireland to 

prevent extensive delays like the O’Devaney Gardens site in Dublin which was due to be redeveloped in 2008 

(Thomas, 2019). After a disgraceful 13 year delay due to lack of funding and widespread debate, the development 

is now due for 2021. This is especially poignant in comparison to the student accommodation that has been 

rapidly built by REITs in Dublin recently (Hearne, 2020). This indicates how crucial secure funding is, and the need 

to reform the Irish housing sector’s dependency on the State to provide housing and funding. It is easier for 

countries such as Austria to pay back their loans as their cost-rental housing differs from traditional Irish social 

housing in that it is not just aimed at the most disadvantaged in society (NESC, 2014). By providing homes for a 

range of income levels the money is earned back and loans can be repaid and borrowed again. The State acts as a 

guarantor for loans in the Netherlands and has not been called on to fulfil this duty (NESC, 2014). This funding 

model would hugely benefit Ireland by reducing government lending by around 65%, allowing surplus to pay for 

essential housing subsidies, or to cover company loans if they did happen to default. Additionally this would allow 

banks and financial institutions to lend higher amounts, feeling secure in the knowledge they will be repaid.   



 

   

 

 

Adaptation of CRM to solve the Irish Housing Crisis 

A CRM would definitely benefit Ireland in combating the housing crisis and homelessness, but there are some 

tweaks I would make to expand the impact of the model. Most European CRMs provide housing for renting and 

ownership at an 80:20 ratio respectively, which I would maintain in order to accommodate people who want to 

own their own home. Despite the Irish “fetishization” of homeownership (Laird, 2019), a low ratio of ownership 

would not be a problem due to the security that comes with the CRM. The concept of full security of tenure 

provided you pay your rent may seem too good to be true for Irish renters now, as only 15% of them currently 

rent by choice, with the remainder either unable afford a mortgage or access social housing (Threshold, 

2020).This will transform the ontological security experienced in rental accommodation, will enable tenants to 

feel ontologically secure and will undoubtedly reduce the 44% of renters who want to own their own home within 

the next five years (Threshold, 2020).  

The creation of a Housing Company of Ireland to secure loans is a fantastic suggestion (Healy and Goldrick Kelly, 

2017). Tenants would benefit from the efficiency and effectiveness of a large commercial landlord and this may 

prevent the poor property management and standards that have become the norm (Byrne, 2017). The allowance 

of housing authorities to avail of low interest CALF loans and loans from the Housing Financing Agency for social 

housing provision should be available also for the provision for cost rental accommodation. Also, a system of pre-

booking the housing with a 4% deposit will further enable access to loans as the development costs will be repaid 

if people are guaranteed to rent the houses (McCall, 2018).  

As cost-based rents may still be too high for some tenants (SVP, 2020), I would incorporate O’Cualann’s idea of 

paying up to 33% of income on mortgage/rent (McCall, 2018). As this may mean that production costs per house 

are paid off after varying lengths of time, repayments should be planned accordingly. Subsidies may still be 

necessary for tenants vulnerable to homelessness, but this will be significantly lower than the amount being spent 

on subsidies now, as the State’s exposure to rising rents will be limited (SVP, 2020).  



 

   

 

 In Austria, 80% of the population qualify for cost-rental homes (Norris and Byrne, 2017), however due to the 

urgency of the Irish housing crises I would introduce the CRM with an income cap on 70% of CRM houses similar 

to that of traditional social housing. This would be a short term measure to balance the needs of those currently 

experiencing, or at risk of, homelessness, while still providing 30% of homes for those on higher incomes in order 

to repay loans, maintain housing standards and fund further CRM projects.  In order to end the catch22 scenario 

where middle income households cannot afford to rent/own, but don’t qualify for social housing (McCall, 2018), I 

strongly recommend reducing the percentage of the income capped houses as soon as is feasible, depending on 

the numbers leaving emergency accommodation and accessing housing. This model should be all-inclusive, 

containing a proportion of houses per development suitable for people with disabilities, and for older generations 

such as Clúid’s Clann development (2019). Over time, the CRM sector would become a unitary rental market, such 

as the ‘public housing’ concept suggested by Éirigí (2019), and reduce the pressure on the PRS and government to 

provide housing for all the needs of society. 

 

The Future 

The first CRM project in Ireland is due in 2021 on the Enniskerry Road, with 50 of 155 houses being cost-rental 

properties for at least 70 years, offering secure homes to tenants for long periods (Housing Agency, 2019). The 

2021 Budget dedicates €110million towards CRM housing so hopefully this money will be utilised effectively. This 

is very low compared to the €558million that will be spent on HAP, highlighting the need to transition from 

dependency on government to provide housing and create a sector that is “self-financing” over time (Norris and 

Byrne, 2018). This is the first step towards adopting a CRM and it has received support from trade unions, credit 

unions, housing authorities and academics (Byrne, 2018), so I believe this model will be capable of ending the 

housing crisis if it is fully committed to by the government, financial institutions and low/not-for-profit housing 

authorities. 
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In conclusion, it is clear that Ireland’s current approach to housing is too demand-focused, seen through 

dependency on rent subsidies and allowances. A shift to a more supply-focused approach, as seen in many 

European countries would be necessary to revolutionise our current housing system (Healy and Goldrick Kelly, 

2017). It is essential to remember that provision of housing alone is not enough to solve the current crisis. Houses 

are just one element of creating homes, and further facilities, services and supports are needed to create thriving 

neighbourhoods and communities in which “everyone has a great place to live” (Clúid, 2019). Current policy is 

“wasteful, costly and ineffective” (Healy and Goldrick Kelly, 2017), and I believe a change towards the European 

CRM, beginning with a high capacity of homes carrying social housing-type fees, will solve the Irish housing crisis 

over time and provide long-term stability to our housing sector.  
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