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Introduction 
The home is the most dangerous place for women  (United Nations Office on Drugs 

and Crime, 2018). Speaking in April 2020, the United Nations Secretary-General 

António Guterres highlighted the “horrifying surge in Intimate Partner Violence (IPV)” 

(Guterres, 2020), which has been referred to by the United Nations as the “shadow 

pandemic”. He went on to note that for women and  girls, the threat of violence and 

abuse “looms largest where they should be safest – their own homes”. 

 
In Ireland the understanding that the home is unsafe for those experiencing IPV is 

reflected in the Government’s public awareness campaign on domestic abuse during 

the pandemic. The Still Here campaign tagline states “If your home isn’t safe, 

support is still here” (Government of Ireland, 2021). Similarly, the Department of 

Justice and Equality’s What Would You Do campaign explains that IPV is 

perpetrated against a person in their home (Department of Justice, 2021). Guidance 

and safety plans issued by the Government, An Garda and NGOs provide guidance 

on how to leave the home to move to a safer location. Despite these repeated and 

ongoing acknowledgements of the home as a site of danger and insecurity, the issue 

of IPV is rarely understood and treated as a housing issue. 

 

Domestic Violence and Housing in Ireland 

 
The “shadow pandemic” of increased violence against women and girls highlighted 

by the UN has been evident in Ireland. Safe Ireland, the national agency for the 

prevention of IPV, has published several reports throughout the pandemic that 

emphasise the increased reliance on the agency’s services since the onset of Covid-

19. In “Tracking the Shadow Pandemic”, its report on the first 6 months of Covid-19, 

Safe Ireland reported 575 “new” women looking for support each month (Safe 

Ireland, 2020). The same report highlights a 25% increase in the average number of 

calls to their helpline in the first six months of the pandemic. A second report from 

Safe Ireland covering the second lockdown from September 2020 to December 2020 

indicated that experiences of violence in the home were worsening (Safe Ireland, 

2021). In this period more than 600 women accessed support for the first time and 

calls to the helpline continued to rise. Furthermore, in December 2020, it was 

reported that An Garda had seen a 17% increase in IPV compared to the same 

period the previous year. 

 
In March 2019, Ireland ratified the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and 

combating violence against women and domestic violence, also known as the 

Istanbul Convention. Ireland meets several of the requirements of the Istanbul 

Convention but falls drastically short of the standards for women’s shelter provision. 

Under the recommendations of the Istanbul Convention Ireland should be providing 



 

483 beds in women’s shelters. In reality only 145 beds, 30% of this complement, are 

provided. This is significantly below the European average of 49%. Unsurprisingly, 

the primary reason women were declined referrals to shelters in 2018 was a lack of 

capacity (Women against Violence Europe, 2019). This finding is supported by 

reports finding that from March 2020 to December 2020 2,159 requests for refuge 

could not be met. This equates to eight victims a day (Safe Ireland, 2021). 

 

 

Wave Country Report (2019) 
 

The ability of services to support women experiencing IPV is also severely limited by 

the impact of the housing crisis (Safe Ireland, 2016). A lack of available 

accommodation has resulted in women remaining in refuge accommodation for a 

longer period of time. Not only are refuges unsuitable for long-term accommodation, 

the inability of those who are ready to move on to do so has reduced the available 

refuge space for women who need to leave their homes (Safe Ireland, 2016). Data 

from Safe Ireland in the latter part of 2020 has shown that each month an average of 

59 women who were ready to move on were unable to do so because of a lack of 

suitable accommodation (Safe Ireland, 2021). The cost of private rented 

accommodation is a significant barrier. Moreover, unrealistic rent caps often require 

women to “top up” the rent to secure a property. This is not possible for many women 



 

(Safe Ireland, 2016). 

As mentioned previously, a woman who has to leave her home as a result of IPV in 

Ireland is not necessarily regarded as homeless by the law. This means she is not 

automatically considered an emergency case by local authorities, which thus retain a 

high level of discretion in dealing with her case. Research by Safe Ireland with 

specialist IPV services reports significant difficulties in interacting with local 

authorities (2016). There is no standardised response to IPV cases and local 

authorities can use their discretion to “gate-keep” access to resources, requiring 

more and more documentation, proof and qualification (Safe Ireland, 2016). Women 

exiting unsafe accommodation are often impacted by the requirement that they must 

already live in or have a connection to the area where they are applying for social 

housing. This is not always suitable for women fleeing abusive partners. Guidance 

on IPV provided by the Department of Housing (Department of Housing, Planning, 

Community and Local Government, 2017) affirms local authorities’ approach, stating 

“it is a matter solely for the housing authority concerned to determine whether an 

applicant for social housing support is eligible for and in need of that support” (5). The 

document does state that local authorities do not need to require a local connection 

when assessing IPV applications, however the discretion remains with the local 

authority. 

 

Whole Housing Approach 

 
The policy proposed in this essay is based on the Whole Housing Approach 

programme introduced by the Domestic Abuse Housing Alliance (DAHA) in the UK. 

DAHA is a partnership of three agencies; domestic abuse charity Standing 

Together and Peabody and Gentoo, two housing associations which own and 

manage over 100,000 homes in England. 

 
“The Whole Housing Approach (WHA) endeavours to improve the housing 

options and outcomes for people experiencing domestic abuse so that they 

can achieve stable housing, live safely and overcome the abuse and its 

harmful impacts.” 

(Domestic Abuse Housing Alliance, 2021)  

There are three key principles I believe should guide a similar model in Ireland: 
 

• Rights-based policy-making 

The Whole Housing Approach recognises that IPV violates women’s right 

to safety and shelter. It advocates for policy and legislation that enshrines 

and vindicates these rights as appropriate to the housing sector. 



 

• Victim-centred services and supports 

Policy and practice should support the housing needs of victims of IPV as a 

priority and not an afterthought. Policy and practice should strive to prevent 

women’s housing situation from suffering as a result of exiting IPV. 

• Integration and flexibility 

The housing journeys and requirements of victims of IPV are meandering 

and complex. Flexibility and integration across sectors and organisation is 

required to effectively support women. 

 

 
What would a Whole Housing Approach in Ireland look like? 
The Whole Housing Approach in the UK contains 12 elements. However, for the 

purpose of this essay I will focus on the that are most relevant to social and 

affordable housing in Ireland: legislation and guidance, Housing First, social and 

affordable housing, perpetrator management, and flexible funding.   

 

Legislation and Guidance 

A key difficulty faced by IPV service providers trying to secure housing for their 

clients is the discretion available to local authorities when managing an IPV case. It 

is recommended that women fleeing IPV are automatically considered homeless in 

legislation. Local authorities should be required to have a publicly available policy 

on IPV as they do for anti-social behaviour. This removes the discretion from local 

authorities and recognises the severity of the housing situation for victims of IPV. 

Guidance documents provided by the Government should be victim-centred. They 

should advocate empowering victims to overcome IPV by increasing their housing 

options and prioritise enabling them to remain in their own homes if this is what they 

want and it is safe to do so. 

 
Housing First 

Housing First is a participant-centred model for the provision of accommodation and 

support for homeless people. Proponents of Housing First in Ireland currently focus 

on providing support for people who are sleeping rough or are long-term homeless. 

The Whole Housing Approach recommends extending the Housing First model to 

include women who are experiencing homelessness and are victims of IPV. This 

model would continue to emphasise the importance of providing people with a stable 

home and intensive wraparound supports, but would incorporate a gendered 

approach that recognises the nature of women’s experiences. In practice this would 

involve widening the definition and understanding of homelessness to capture 

“hidden homelessness” among women. Women-only service provision and trauma-

informed care would also be required. Research conducted by Sullivan & Olsen 

(2016) found that of 681 households who had received Housing First 



 

accommodation as victims of IPV, 96% retained accommodation after 18 months. 

 
Social & Affordable Housing 

Local authorities and Approved Housing Bodies can play a significant role in the 

prevention of IPV and support of victims. Housing providers should strive to provide 

a victim-centred approach to responding to IPV within the homes they manage. 

They should aim to ensure that women do not lose security of tenure as a result of 

leaving a home due to IPV. This 

might include facilitating victims to 

remain in their homes by offering 

sanctuary schemes. It also might 

include introducing managed 

reciprocal schemes to facilitate 

victims moving from one local 

authority or housing provider to 

another without losing their 

tenancies. Currently in Ireland 

victims who are in a joint tenancy are only eligible for re-entry to the waiting list once 

a deed of separation is in place. It is worth noting that housing providers are ideally 

placed to identify signs of domestic violence. This is particularly true for those 

working in estate management and repairs. Training and information should be 

provided to staff to enable them to direct individuals to services where appropriate. 

 

Flexible Supports 

The housing requirements of victims of IPV are varied and complex. It is essential 

that the funding and supports available to them are flexible and easy to obtain to 

enable them to retain security of tenure and prevent homelessness. Funding may 

be required to pay a deposit for a rented accommodation, purchase goods to 

furnish a home or meet utility expenses, rental arrears or damage costs resulting 

from an abusive partner. 

 
Economic Value of Whole Housing Approach 

The moral and social case for a Whole Housing Approach would be compelling even 

if it were to come at a cost. However, a cost-benefit analysis of the Whole Housing 

Approach in the UK found that it offered significant savings to the public purse 

(Domestic Abuse Housing Alliance, 2018). This analysis found a cost-benefit ratio of 

between £3.39 and £59.27 for every £1 invested. The bulk of the savings result from 

targeted interventions that support victims to live independently and prevent future 

reliance on state services and supports. The three case studies they conducted are 

outlined below: 

A Sanctuary Scheme 
is ‘a multi-agency victim/survivor centred initiative 
which aims to enable households at risk of domestic 
abuse to remain in their own homes and reduce 
repeat victimisation through the provision of 
enhanced security measures (Sanctuary) and 
support.’ 
(Vagi, 2018) 



 

 

 
 

 
 



 

 

(Domestic Abuse Housing Alliance, 2018) 



 

Summary & Conclusion 

 
This essay has outlined the complex and inextricable relationship between IPV and 

housing in Ireland.  Many issues arise in an Irish context, including a severe lack of 

refuge space and alternative accommodation due to the housing shortage and the 

failure to recognise women fleeing IPV as homeless. There have been some 

positive changes such as the introduction of emergency Rent Supplement during the 

pandemic.  

 
To provide a solution to improve the housing situation of women experiencing IPV, I 

propose the adoption of a Whole Housing Approach programme. I have outlined 

what would be required to introduce a Whole Housing Approach model in Ireland by 

key areas for change and intervention in social and affordable housing; legislation 

and guidance, Housing First, social & affordable housing, and flexible supports. I 

believe that this approach, integrated with a wider and more holistic IPV policy and 

practice would have a significant and positive impact on women who have suffered at 

the hands of a partner and their children. 
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