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1 

 

The Irish housing crisis has a need for the government to implement real solutions that can be 

brought into practice today and that will last for years to come. For too long successive 

governments have allowed property prices and rents to continuously increase and remain high 

due to its ‘long term commitment to the market.’2 There has been a clear failure to provide 

 
1 Michael Staine, ‘Rory Hearne: Vacant Property Tax a positive move but the devils in the detail’ NewsTalk (26 

August 2021)  
2 Dr Rory Hearne, ‘The housing game is rigged and it’s time we called it out’ thejournal.ie ( 25 November 

2022) 



social and affordable housing and the generation in need of a home have been ignored. 

Instead, decisions made by government have served ‘investor funds, landlords, banks, 

developers, landowners and the property industry.’3 Too many housing plans have come and 

gone and the most recently, Housing for All while more optimistic is not radical enough and 

is not brave or bold enough to solve the housing crisis we find ourselves in.  

 

Section 1 will examine the meaning of home and the academic theories behind our desire for 

security. Section 2 will analyse how the current housing crisis began and the main problems 

associated with it, mainly the private rental sector and supply of housing. Finally, section 3 

will propose a new housing model that promotes the immediate use of vacant properties 

across Ireland.   

 

 

Section 1: Theories of Housing and Home 

 

Before analysing theories of housing and home it is important to ask: can home be 

defined? If home can be defined does it have just one definition, or what does ‘home’ 

mean to different people. The main theories of ‘housing and home’ that are explored 

through literature are ontological security and social reproduction. The importance of 

defining home in relation to social justice will also be examined.  

 

When attempting to define ‘home’, some argue that ‘home’ is specific to individuals and 

what comes with that is cultural differences and contrasting social norms and ideologies. 

This perspective may lead us to be unable to define ‘home’. However, from a social 

science perspective it is both ‘possible and necessary’ to provide a universal definition of 

home. This is essential in order to critique our current housing strategies and ‘advance 

alternatives’.4    

 

 
3 Dr Rory Hearne, ‘The housing game is rigged and it’s time we called it out’ thejournal.ie ( 25 November 

2022) 
4 Michael Byrne, ‘The Meaning of Home Part 1- Why do humans live in homes?’(The Week in Housing, 9 July 

2021) 



Can home be defined ? Well, Hollander argues that both the meaning and study of home 

‘all depends.’5 Heidegger attempts to define home by asking two questions, ‘what is it to 

dwell?’ and how does building belong to dwelling?’6 Heidegger explains the difference 

between buildings and dwellings. He puts forward an ontological argument, while all 

dwellings are buildings, not all buildings are dwellings. 7In other words, a ‘home’ is more 

than just bricks and mortar. This idea is backed up by Ginsburg who puts it simply ‘our 

residence is where we live, but our home is how we live.’8 This relates to the first theory 

of home, ontological security, that will be examined. Here, the link between the ‘physical 

dimensions of housing and the psycho-social dimensions of home’9 will be explored.  

 

 

A secure home is a vital aspect of ontological security.10 Ontological security is the way in 

which academics define ‘a sense of being secure’11 and having a ‘feeling of confidence and 

trust in the reliability and continuity of oneself and the surrounding material and social 

context.’12 This concept is vital when exploring theories of housing and home. Dupuis and 

Thorns explain that if the following four conditions are met ontological security can be 

experienced if a home : (i) is a site of constancy in the social and material environment, (ii) is 

a spatial context in which day to day routines of human existence are performed, (iii) is a site 

where people feel most in control of their lives because they feel free from the surveillance 

that is part of the contemporary world, and, (iv) is a secure base around which identities are 

constructed.13  

 

 
5 Shelley Mallet , ‘Understanding home: a critical review of the literature’ (2004) The Editorial Board of The 

Sociological Review 84.  
6 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 3.  
7 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 3. 
8 Shelley Mallet , ‘Understanding home: a critical review of the literature’ (2004) The Editorial Board of The 

Sociological Review 83. 
9 Kath Hulse and Vivienne Milligan, ‘Secure occupancy: A new framework for analysing security in rental 

housing’(2014) Housing Studies, 29(5), 638. 
10 Emma R. Power, ‘Insecure Housing and the Ongoing Search for Ontological Security: How Low-Income 

Older Women Cope’ (2022) Housing, Theory and Society 1.   
11 Michael Byrne, Lecture 2 What is home ? 2022. 
12 Emma R. Power, ‘Insecure Housing and the Ongoing Search for Ontological Security: How Low-Income 

Older Women Cope’ (2022) Housing, Theory and Society 1.   
13 Ann Dupuis and Thorns, ‘Home, home ownership and the search for ontological security’ (1998) The 

Sociological Review, 46(1), 25.  



There are two key aspects of ontological security: (i) the ‘subjective experience of the 

reliability of things and places over time’ and (ii) home as a place of control.14 When 

discussing the theory of ontological security it is important to note its relation to the ‘social 

aspects of home’. This can be seen through undertaking day to day routines and creating a 

degree of constancy. 15 Ontological security describes the deep meaning that is attached to 

home as a place where a person can carry out their daily routine and normal functioning 

without fear of disruption. 16 Guiliani’s theories refer to the ‘psychological attachment to 

home’. This concept concerns the role of home in providing ontological security  as well as 

the ‘wellbeing’ and the ‘distress’ caused by the ‘presence and absence of the home’.17 The 

concept of ontological security can be explored in a real world context through Irelands 

current housing crisis. The Irish housing system is ‘failing to provide an affordable secure 

home to hundreds of thousands of households’.18As well as this, in August 2022 the number 

of people in emergency accommodation set ‘another record’ high of 10,805.19 If we look at 

this in terms of ontological security, it is clear that many people in Ireland are not 

experiencing what Hulse and Milligan described as some of the dimensions of home: privacy, 

emotional security and identity’.20 Currently there are people who are living in limbo or don’t 

know where they or their families will be sleeping the next night, as well as renters who face 

insecurity of tenure. This feeling of uncertainty in relation to ‘home’ is all too ‘familiar to 

renters’21This was only exacerbated with the Covid-19 pandemic. With social distancing, it 

was a reminder that ‘home is something we all need’ when we desire to feel ‘safe and protect 

ourselves’.22 ‘Humans are social animals’23 and home can be theorised as a place to retreat 

from the fast paced modern society we live in today. A home provides freedom, autonomy, 

and identity for individuals.24 Security and privacy are linked here, these buildings that 

 
14 Michael Byrne, ‘The Meaning of Home Part 2- What kind of place is home?’(The Week in Housing, 16 July 

2021) 
15 Hazel Easthope, ‘A place called home’ (2004) Housing, Theory and Society 134.  
16 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 178.  
17 Hazel Easthope, ‘A place called home’ (2004) Housing, Theory and Society 134.  
18 Dr Rory Hearne, ‘Opinion: the strongest indication that the government’s policy has failed is how the housing 

emergency has extended across Irish society’ (Maynooth University Spotlight on Research) 
19 Colman O’Sullivan, ‘10,805 people in emergency accommodation in August’ RTÉ (30 September 2022) 
20 Kath Hulse and Vivienne Milligan, ‘Secure occupancy: A new framework for analysing security in rental 

housing’(2014) Housing Studies, 29(5), 638. 
21 Michael Byrne, ‘Stay home: Reflections on the meaning of home and the Covid-19 pandemic’ (2020) Irish 

Journal of Sociology 28(3), 354. 
22 Michael Byrne, ‘Stay home: Reflections on the meaning of home and the Covid-19 pandemic’ (2020) Irish 

Journal of Sociology 28(3), 354. 
23 Michael Byrne, ‘Stay home: Reflections on the meaning of home and the Covid-19 pandemic’ (2020) Irish 

Journal of Sociology 28(3), 352. 
24 Michael Byrne, Lecture 2 What is home ? 2022. 



become homes are areas ‘that we control access to’ are private and ‘unopen to the public’.25 

Individual identity can be expressed in our homes, we paint them, design our rooms and have 

our own ‘aesthetic choices which make them feel homely’.26  

 

Social reproduction and feminist theories on home will now be explored. Ontological security 

and social reproduction theories of home are heavily interconnected. Feminist frameworks 

have been important in developing theories on home. This is because gender is vital when 

understanding ‘lived experiences and imaginaries of home.’27 Household and domestic 

relations are ‘critically gendered’. This can be seen through care or care work, domestic 

labour, ‘affective relations of belonging’ or creating connections between the ‘individual, 

household and society.’28 Gender is critical to understanding home29 and this can highlighted 

by examining social reproduction in the home. Social reproduction can be seen in the home 

through cooking, cleaning and care work as described by Blunt and Dowling.30 The 

significance of social reproduction is ascertained ‘at the most basic level’31 by the layout of 

homes and how they are often formed around ‘aspects of social reproduction’ for example the 

division of areas where we sleep versus where we eat or our hygiene practices.32 However, 

when examining theories about home, it is important to explore the negative sometimes dark 

side of ‘home’. As mentioned, gender is vital to assessing the concept of home. Feminist 

theories underline that home is a ‘key site of oppression for women.’33 It has been stated that 

for many women home is a place ‘of violence, alienation and emotional turmoil.’34  

 

Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’ examines the most fundamental of human needs as 

‘physiological needs’ which includes shelter.35 This need for a secure base ‘provides 

ontological security’ where individuals can feel protected, and build communities and 

 
25 Michael Byrne, ‘Stay home: Reflections on the meaning of home and the Covid-19 pandemic’ (2020) Irish 

Journal of Sociology 28(3), 352. 
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28 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 15. 
29 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 15.  
30 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 99. 
31 Michael Byrne, ‘The Meaning of Home Part 2- What kind of place is home?’(The Week in Housing, 16 July 

2021) 
32 Michael Byrne, ‘The Meaning of Home Part 2- What kind of place is home?’(The Week in Housing, 16 July 

2021) 
33 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 15. 
34 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 15. 
35 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 217. 



relationships.36 However, ‘home’ as a concept has ideological aspects. Ideologies refer to 

systems of ideas that support and reproduce power relations in society.37 This begs the 

question, if ‘home’ is an ideology, what forms of oppression or social control does it 

reproduce ? Betty Friedan described the home ‘ as an oppressive place for women’ that limits 

them to domestic work and ‘does not offer self-fulfilment.’38 When we examine this idea 

today we can acknowledge that yes women are far more likely to work outside the home. 

However there are still many barriers in place related to women and home. For example in 

Ireland’s Constitution there is still reference made to women’s ‘life within the home’ and 

their ‘duties’.39 ‘Home’ is not separate from society and societal relations, unequal relations 

between household members reflect unequal power relationships in the outside world.40 

Home breeds conformism and the privacy and isolation that home creates may lead to 

unacceptable behaviours occurring.41 A Garda report from 2021 revealed that women are 

more likely to experience ‘serious crimes in their own homes’.42  Are ideologies of ‘home’ 

still oppressing women today? Well, the secure safe place that is theorised is not that for 

everyone. It is also important to mention other ideologies of home that have effect on our 

current housing crisis in Ireland. The fundamental driver of our housing crisis today is the 

‘marketisation of housing’. Property ownership and capitalist culture are driving homes to be 

viewed as an ‘investment commodity’ rather meeting fundamental social needs.43  

 

What is ‘home’ and why is it so important to define? ‘Is home (a) place(s), (a) space(s), 

feeling(s), practices, and/or an active state of state of being in the world?’44 There are many 

theories of housing and home that have been explored as well as housing ideologies outlined. 

By defining home, it allows analysis of current housing policies and in turn assists with 

identifying housing inequalities in order to improve them. From a social justice perspective 

this is key to improving and fulfilling human rights. However, currently in Ireland there is no 

express protection of the right to housing in Ireland under law. Gallie coined the phrase 

 
36 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 237. 
37 Michael Byrne, Lecture 2 What is home ? 2022. 
38 Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling, Home (Routledge 2006) 15. 
39 Article 41.2 Bunreacht na hÉireann 
40 Michael Byrne, Lecture 2 What is home ? 2022. 
41 Michael Byrne, Lecture 2 What is home ? 2022. 
42 Ellen Coyne ‘Over half of all murders in Ireland in 2021 were domestic abuse cases, Garda report says’ 

Independent (24 September 2022).  
43 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 2. 
44 Shelley Mallet , ‘Understanding home: a critical review of the literature’ (2004) The Editorial Board of The 

Sociological Review 65. 



‘essentially contested concept’ (ECC) which are a certain class of concepts that involve 

‘endless disputes’ about their meanings.45 Meers argues that ‘home’ should be classified as an 

ECC which would have three consequences: (i) it would be recognized that there is no 

politically neutral concept of home, ‘(ii) that home scholars need to recognise researcher 

reflexivity, and (iii) it addresses criticisms of the lack of a unified theory.’46 Currently, it is 

only fair to assume that the lack of harmony regarding the concept of home in literature is 

hindering the improvement of housing policies. Therefore if ‘home’ was defined it could be 

suggested that our housing strategies could be advanced and improved for all.  

 

 

 

Section 2: What types of problems in the current housing system does this proposal 

respond to?  

 

Before trying to propose a solution to the current housing system in Ireland it is important to 

understand how we found ourselves in the midst of this crisis. It is also crucial to state that 

the situation we are currently facing ‘is not a temporary blip, but a deep and profound 

structural crisis’47, and it won’t be solved by just one housing provision.  There are many 

issues with our current housing system from homelessness to unaffordable housing. However 

it is fair to say the most pressing issue and the ‘centre of the housing crisis’48 is the private 

rental sector and the many problems that are linked to it.  

 

It is crucial to understand that the current housing system affects us all. Every day we are 

bombarded with statistics and figures in the media that would make anyone despair. When 

the housing crisis is discussed by the media discourse homelessness is often what is 

mentioned first and it may be disguising that ‘everyone is touched by the crisis.’49 It is easy to 

disassociate ourselves from the crisis when this is what we are being shown. However, the 

housing crisis can affect anyone at any time from families to students or anyone being unable 

to find and hold onto a secure home. As previously mentioned when discussing the theory of 

 
45 W.B Gallie, ‘Essentially contested concepts, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society’ (1955) Oxford 

University Press 169. 
46 Jed Meers, ‘‘Home’ as an essentially contested concept and why this matters’(2021) Housing Studies 1.   
47 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 2.  
48 Michael Byrne, Lecture 5 The Irish Housing Crisis and Generation Rent 2022. 
49 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 3. 



ontological security, having a home is a ‘universal human requirement’.50 Therefore it is 

essential that we analyse in depth how this housing crisis began and what we can propose to 

solve it step by step.  

 

This begs the question, how did the current Irish housing crisis begin and how did this social 

catastrophe spiral out of control? There is some debate over how the current crisis began. The 

dominant free market is of the view that it was caused by a shortage of housing from the 

private sector because of excessive state intervention and ‘overregulation’ that led to less of 

an incentive to build, not enough credit from ‘overly restrictive lending rules’, conservative 

planning controls, rent regulation and insufficient ‘help to buy subsidies’.51 Economists with 

a ‘very limited view’52 frame the housing crisis through the lens of supply and demand. A 

more critical and evidence based view concerns the private market provision of housing and 

its multiple failures and ‘inherent inequalities’.53 In the past, before the 2008 crash the Irish 

housing market consisted of the vast majority of people owning their own homes. In 1990, 

almost 80 percent of Irish people owned their own home.54 By 2020 this number had reduced 

to under 70 per cent of home owners in Ireland.55  

 

Access to homeownership and social housing has become increasingly more challenging in 

recent years. Therefore, private rental has grown, with around 300,000 households privately 

renting.56 As supply falls, the pressure around housing grows. The housing system that was 

once a ‘homeowner society’ is changing in a way that funnels into a dysfunctional private 

rental sector. The homeowner society was created by a number of different government 

policies. For example, in the 1960s the Single Dwelling Act gave people mortgages to buy 

houses, the Tenant Purchase Scheme allowed social housing tenants to purchase their 

dwellings. This was an effective way of supporting working class to become homeowners.57 

The Surrender Grant in the 1980s was another scheme to promote homeownership by 

encouraging people to move out of social housing and buy a home with a grant. By the 1990s 

 
50 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 5. 
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53 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 11. 
54 Michael Byrne and Rachel McArdle, ‘Security and Agency in the Irish Private Rental Sector’ (2020) 

Threshold,3.  
55 Michael Byrne and Rachel McArdle, ‘Security and Agency in the Irish Private Rental Sector’ (2020) 

Threshold,3.  
56 Michael Byrne, Lecture 5 The Irish Housing Crisis and Generation Rent 2022. 
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of the 330,000 social housing units built in the previous 100 years 220,000 had been 

privatised. More recently home ownership has fallen and private renting has increased.  

 

The growth of the PRS is because of neoliberal policy changes such as ‘deregulation and 

residualization’ that have intersected with ‘increasing affordability issues’ and 

financialization of housing that has undermined access to homeownership.58  This is why the 

Irish housing crisis is so acute. The lack of security in the private rental sector is a major 

issue. Section 34 of the Residential Tenancies Act 2004 outlines the six grounds in which a 

landlord can evict a tenant. The many issues with the PRS is nothing new. Adequate Housing 

was recognised as part of the right to an adequate standard of living in Article 25 of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in Article 11(1) of  The International Covenant 

on Economic Social and Cultural Rights. 59 This right has not been fulfilled by Ireland as 

examined in 2015 with the third periodic review of Ireland where it was noted that the 

Committee had particular concern for : increased costs of renting and ‘continuing gaps 

between availability and demand for social housing, which result in a long waiting list for 

social housing.’60 In the space of a decade, the PRS has gone from providing homes to fewer 

than ten per cent of households to now over twenty per cent. Almost half of all private renters 

are families with children. 61 These renters, ‘generation rent’ are living in limbo, ‘just looking 

for a place to call home.’ They do not have security of tenure, defined as ‘arrangements that 

offer households an indefinite right to occupy their homes’.62 Fifty-four per cent of tenants in 

the PRS have moved within the last two years, in contrast to only fifteen per cent in social 

housing and eight per cent of homeowners.63  Tenants in the PRS are unable to build a sense 

of community or experience the sense of belonging or ontological security that comes with 

secure tenancy. Tenure security is examined in a tripartite view by van Gelder as follows: de 

jure security ‘is embedded in property rights’ and concerns the legal rules that enable owners 

to acquire, use and dispose of their property and lease arrangements over land/housing,64 the 
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64 Kath Hulse and Vivienne Milligan, ‘Secure Occupancy: A New Framework for Analysing Security in Rental 
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de facto ‘view of tenure security is based on the actual control of property, regardless of the 

legal status in which it is held’65 and perceived security which refers ‘to the sense of security 

that occupants have over their housing.’66  

 

At the centre of the housing problem is the inadequate supply of affordable housing.67 The 

private market will never provide a sufficient ‘supply of high-quality affordable housing’.68 

Experts have stated that the housing crisis has been caused by how we organise our 

economics and society. This catastrophe driven by decisions made by governments at local 

and national level as well as how the private market operates in conjunction with ‘actions of 

private investors, landlords, and speculative real estate funds and developers’ can be solved 

by policy changes and proactive government decisions.69 CSO data in 2019 detailed that the 

number of homes built in 2019 constitutes half of the actual demand. We need a radical shift 

from relying on the private market and private rental sector to affordable housing for all. 

Housing takes a long time to develop, and it cannot always keep pace with demand.70 

 

 

Section 3: What model of housing provision is being proposed and why?  

 

The model that is being proposed is an attempt to assist the housing crisis in the short term 

and eventually the long term. The proposal would combine the use of vacant dwellings as 

social housing that would someday be bought and used as Cost Rental homes such as those 

already being supplied by Clúid Housing. The model proposed is based around the idea 

proposed by Dr Rory Hearne in relation to vacant homes in Ireland. ‘The powers that be say 

there is a lack of supply of homes’ yet there are 166,000 vacant homes in Ireland.71 Dr 

Hearne proposes that the Irish government should  rapidly bring into use the huge number of 

vacant and derelict homes and convert them into social and affordable housing.72 It is 

 
65 Jean-Louis Van Gelder, ‘What tenure security? The case for a tripartite view’ (2010) Land Use Policy 27(2), 
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68 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 238. 
69 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock  (Policy Press 2020) 239. 
70 Michael Byrne, ‘Is cost rental making a difference?’(The Week in Housing, 4 November 2022) 
71 Dr Rory Hearne, ‘The housing game is rigged and it’s time we called it out’ thejournal.ie ( 25 November 

2022) 
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proposed that a state fund should be set up to compulsorily purchase 10,000 derelict homes 

per year and renovate them so that they can be sold as affordable homes.73  

 

Dr Hearne proposes that Ireland implements a ‘use it or lose it’ measure for vacant homes, 

similar to what has been introduced in Barcelona. ‘Barcelona has been struggling with empty 

homes for some years now.’74 In short, where a property is not used within six months it is 

taken over for use as a rental by the state. This was introduced after a housing study produced 

by the City Council in Barcelona estimated that there were between 31,202 and 88,259 

dwellings in the city were vacant and were therefore ‘not fulfilling their social function.’75 

Since 2016, municipalities, a city or town with its own local government,  in the Catalonia 

region, which includes Barcelona have been legally allowed to take control of properties that 

have been left without tenants for more than two years.76 Once they have control, the cities 

can then rent them out to tenants as affordable housing for a period of time between four and 

ten years. After this period of time is over the city is required to return the  property to their 

owner’s control. However, a new legal mechanism approved by the Catalonia region in 

December 2019 granted Barcelona expanded powers to purchase the ‘apartments outright by 

compulsory purchase,’ at fifty per cent of market rate,77 if they have not been let in two 

years.78 In order for the properties to be eligible for forced purchase, it is required that they 

have had no tenant contract for two years. As well as that, there must be ‘no record of recent 

power or utilities use.’ This would mean that second homes that are occasionally used do not 

appear on the vacant dwelling list.79   

 

Kemeny defines cost renting as ‘all rental housing, irrespective of ownership, the rents of 

which cover only actual incurred costs of a stock of dwellings.’80 The concept of cost rental is 

that a social-housing provider ‘raises the finance to provide accommodation and charge rents 
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that are sufficient to cover current and capital costs.’81 Cost rental provides affordable rented 

housing to people on middle incomes. The rent for these homes must be at least twenty-five 

per cent below regular market rents in an area. Long-term security of tenure is guaranteed 

with cost rental, therefore people can rent the same home indefinitely. Approved housing 

bodies (AHB’s), local authorities and the Land Development Agency (LDA) all deliver cost 

rental homes.82 The Affordable Housing Act 2021 regulates the cost rental housing scheme. 

The Irish governments housing plan, ‘Housing for All’ aims to deliver 18,000 cost rental 

homes by 2030. However, will this be enough? The short answer is no. The model being 

proposed will make a more radical change to the current housing crisis.  

 

The housing provision model that is being proposed would combine Barcelona’s ‘use it or 

lose it’ model on vacant dwellings and the current cost rental scheme being operated by Clúid 

Housing. The only measures that the Irish government are taking in relation to vacant 

housing are outlined under Housing Policy Objective 19 in the Housing for All Plan. To say 

this unsatisfactory is a complete understatement. The measures in the plan are as follows: (i) 

to collect data on vacancy levels in residential property with a view to introducing a vacant 

property tax, and (ii) to commence section 9 of the Local Government Rates and other 

Matters Act 2019 with a view to empowering Local Authorities to offer rates based 

incentives for the conversion of suitable vacant commercial properties to residential use.83 

The Vacant Homes Tax (VHT) was announced in the 2022 Budget statement. The tax will be 

charged at a rate of three times the basic rate of Local Property Tax applying to the property 

and will be a self-assessed tax. This has been criticized for being ‘too small to be effective’ 

and it ‘should be tripled.’84  The Housing for All 2030 plan estimates that the Irish 

Government will only create an average of 2,000 new cost rental homes every year. 85 The 

delivery of cost rental ‘at scale’ will have a stabilising effect on the wider rental market.86 

However, this will not be enough to ease the housing crisis. As we witness the cost rental 

sector become larger, the more the demand for homeownership will reduce.87  
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How can we trust that the Housing for All Plan will actually work out when the ‘previous 

housing plans rolled out in the 2010s and 2020s’88 have not delivered? It is fair to say that we 

cannot trust this new plan. Central Bank figures suggest only 24,000 new homes will be built 

in 2022. This is 25 per cent behind the 33,000 target in the Housing for All Plan.89 If this 

trend continues, we will remain stuck in this housing crisis with no end in sight.  

 

Over 90% of vacant dwellings included in Census 2022 could be linked back to Census 2016 

and almost 85% back to Census 2011 as well.90 This shows that dwellings are sitting there for 

years unoccupied and could be used as homes for people in need. The reason stated for why a 

property was vacant displays that rental properties accounted for over 20 per cent , 35,380 

dwellings of the vacant residential units identified in the census.91 

 

It is proposed that the government immediately implement a system that is equivalent to 

Barcelona’s ‘use it or lose it’ policy. This model would target two groups of people. The first 

group would concern those on the social housing list. As previously explained, in Barcelona 

if a property is not used for six months it can be seized by the state and use for social 

housing. This would speed up social housing waiting lists that currently have nearly 60,000 

households on local authority waiting lists.92 It is essential that the government enact powers 

to seize properties not in use for six months. It is recommended that these vacant dwellings 

would be used for social housing for two years and then they would be either purchased at 

half the market price to either be converted to cost rental units or kept as social housing if by 

then we are still struggling with high social housing waiting lists. The next group that this 

model would target is those capable of benefiting from cost rental. Clúid Housing has grown 

to become the largest approved housing body in Ireland. If the same powers were enacted in 

Ireland that Barcelona has introduced, allowing for the compulsory purchase of properties 

that have not had tenants for two years , vacant properties in Ireland could become part of 

Clúid Housing’s cost rental scheme. These powers also allow for these vacant dwellings to be 

purchased at 50 per cent of the market price. It would be proposed that the government 

begins immediate research into properties that have been left vacant for two years or more 
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and begins purchasing them. Once purchased, Clúid Housing could purchase these homes 

from the government and begin refurbishment and retrofitting if needed.  

 

Derelict buildings as well as vacant properties and sites that are empty ‘but not necessarily 

run down or in need of repair contribute significantly to Ireland’s housing crisis.’93 

Successive governments have made attempts to resolve the problem of vacant properties in 

Ireland. However, both ‘Rebuilding Ireland’ the 2016 housing plan and A National Vacant 

Housing Reuse Strategy published in 2018 failed to bring these properties back into use as 

homes.94 Orla Hegarty, assistant professor of Architecture at UCD highlighted the 

consequences of neither of these strategies coming to fruition, stating that the idea of used 

vacant properties has not been ‘pushed or advanced’. It was also explained that this failure to 

tap into this reserve of property is a great ‘shame’ as it could provide homes ‘more quickly 

than new builds and it’s more sustainable because it’s already in urban areas and it already 

has infrastructure.’95 This is the first advantage of the proposed housing model. The next 

advantage is linked to this and regards sustainability and the environment. Experts have 

stated that the housing crisis can be solved through ‘a new green approach to housing’.96  

This can be achieved in a number of ways including ‘renovating vacant and derelict 

buildings’ and retrofitting existing homes. 97 Without even looking at statistics it is justifiable 

to say that ‘reusing an old building’ has less of an impact on the environment than tearing it 

down and putting up a replacement from scratch.98  The Preservation Green Lab, a 

sustainability think tank in the US published a study that found the ‘greenest buildings’ aren’t 

the new state-of-the-art properties but are actually the ‘ones we already have.’99 The study 

established that by retrofitting an existing building to make it thirty per cent more efficient it 

‘will always remain a better bet for the environment than a new building built tomorrow with 

the same efficiencies.’100 An example of this is currently being tested by Ecoworks, a German 
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startup. The company using laser scan technology creates a digital twin of a building and then 

produces prefabricated panels that fit over old buildings to improve its insulation. Ecoworks 

first major renovation project was of a 1930s apartment block that was hugely insufficient 

‘using 369 kilowatt-hours of energy per square meter, way above the EU average.’ After the 

Ecoworks insulation the homes produce twenty per cent more energy than they consume.101 

This could be used as a refurbishment tool by Clúid Housing on vacant properties.  

 

The location of vacant dwellings can be viewed as an advantage or limitation of the proposed 

housing model. Census 2022 revealed that properties in cities were less likely to be vacant 

compared to in rural areas as less people move away from cities.102  It is difficult to decide 

how rural properties versus properties in cities would be delegated in this housing proposal. It 

is fair to say that people living in rural areas are more likely to have limited access to services 

and may ‘rely on their closest neighbours for support ,security and friendship.’103 Therefore, 

it is recommended that vacant properties in cities are prioritised for younger people or single 

people who would more likely become isolated in a rural setting. Apart from that, a lottery 

system could be in place for those applying for cost rental housing and the potential tenants 

preference for location could be indicated.  

 

The opportunity to listen to the experiences of residents living in Clúid Housing cost rental 

schemes was very valuable. A tenant from Taylor Hill, Balbriggan, the State’s first cost rental 

homes shared their experience of living there. The most crucial benefit of the cost rental 

home that the tenant shared was the security of tenure her family is guaranteed now. The 

family had rented in Ireland since 2014, and in that time had moved house eight different 

times with two children due to landlords deciding to sell. The tenant also shared that before 

the cost rental scheme they were no longer able to afford to live in Dublin. This meant her 

husband who worked in Dublin was travelling up to three hours a day to and from work. As 

the rent is 25 per cent below rent in the area, this meant they were able to move back to 

Dublin. There was an emphasis made about the fact that no one else had lived in the cost 

rental home previously as it was a new build. This may be a limitation to the proposed model 

of housing as it is based on existing vacant properties. However, as stated previously these 
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vacant dwellings would be refurbished as well as environmentally retrofitted meaning they 

would be just as effective as having a new home with less cost financially and 

environmentally. The Clúid housing tenant also emphasised the importance of building  a 

strong sense of community where they live. For example, where this tenant lived, the children 

in the community each planted a tree and cared for it as it grew. Again, this may cause a 

problem with the housing model that is proposed as the vacant dwellings may not be located 

close together. It is recommended that any cluster of vacant properties that are found together 

are immediately seized by the government if they fall under the guidelines provided in the 

proposal. They should then be reserved for families and then vulnerable people e.g. people 

with disabilities.104  This may assist in creating the strong community that the Clúid Housing 

tenant spoke about.  

 

Funding: 

The Clúid Housing cost rental scheme operates on a not-for-profit basis Clúid Housing rent is 

based on the ‘cost of building, managing, and maintaining the homes.’105  It is proposed that 

the housing model will be funded by the system that Clúid Housing already has in place. It is 

important to note here that because the model is based around vacant properties , the cost 

incurred and rent will be based on refurbishment and maintaining the homes. As these will 

not be new build cost rental units the current scheme that is working should remain in place 

and offer 25% below the average local area rent.  

 

Conclusion: 

Homeownership is ‘still a tenure goal’ of people living in Ireland.106 The Clúid Housing 

tenant that spoke to us pointed out that the cost rental scheme felt like ‘the next best thing to 

owning property.’ Cost rental studies indicate that it is ‘a real alternative to home ownership’ 

because of security of tenure, ability to furnish and it is easier to navigate than the private 

renting sector. 107 The majority of cost rental tenants of Clúid housing are very satisfied in 

their homes, almost ninety per cent.108 Therefore it is reasonable to propose to increase cost 

rental as much as possible Ireland. As housing has become increasingly viewed as a 
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commodity, if we increase the numbers of cost rental homes pressure will ease off the 

housing market and the demand for homeownership will reduce.109 The fact that cost rental is 

a relatively new concept in Ireland means that we have time to improve it while it is in its 

early stages. A way to improve this is to provide significant numbers of cost rental homes in 

the short term and coming years. The government aims to provide 18,000 cost rental homes 

by 2030. However, if the vacant properties as described above were put into use we could 

dramatically increase the cost rental scheme. Even if ten per cent of vacant properties were 

seized and bought today , renovated restored and turned into cost rental units that is 16,600 

housing units that could be provided. That is just under two thousand cost rentals homes that 

the government aims to build by 2030. It would be recommended by Clúid Housing to seize 

this opportunity to increase cost rental, and set up a long term scheme as described above to 

vitalise these vacant properties . Not only would this increase cost rental in Ireland, it would 

also be more: environmentally friendly than new building new homes, cost and time efficient 

and reduce the overall stigma of living in any type of social housing as it increases over time. 

The benefit of this proposal is that cost rental is clearly already working well in Ireland but 

this proposal could perhaps make it thrive.  
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