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Housing Must Be Given Higher Priority As An Instrument Of Social Inclusion Major Conference Told

October 28 1999

Social housing can no longer remain a poor relation of social policy in Ireland was the message relayed to delegates at a national policy conference on social housing today (Oct. 28th). Instead, to promote social inclusion and respond to the country’s acute housing shortage effectively, it was recommended that the role of social housing should be revitalised to previous levels when it constituted 20-30% of total housing provision.

Building Communities; Housing as an instrument of social inclusion? was organised by Combat Poverty Agency (CPA) and the Katharine Howard Foundation, an independent grant-making trust. The Conference, which was also supported by the Department of the Environment and Local Government, was opened by Robert Molloy TD, Minister of State for Housing and Urban Renewal. 

One of the main aims of the conference was to provide an opportunity for delegates to consider the findings of the first major research project carried out on social housing in this country, Social Housing in Ireland. A Study of Success, Failure and Lessons Learned. 
"The report emphasises that on balance the provision of social housing for those in the country who need it has been a success story, and Government and Local Authorities should be given credit for this," Philip Jacob, Trustee of the Katharine Howard Foundation, said. "In particular in recent years, the willingness of Government Departments and Local Authorities to use imagination and initiative has increased by leaps and bounds. However, there are still too many marginalised communities and out-dated management practices and there is still much to be done."

Anna Lee, Chairperson of Combat Poverty Agency, pointed out that the National Anti-Poverty Strategy (NAPS) identifies disadvantaged urban areas as one of its five priority themes, with specific reference to improving conditions on rundown estates. "Despite this, social housing remains a poor relation of social policy in Ireland, due to its association with variable quality, weak management and in particular, negative media portrayal," she said. 

"A key starting point in redressing this policy imbalance is to understand better the reality of life in social housing. It is hoped that this report and the ideas developed at this conference will lead to a better understanding of the needs of people living in social housing, and will lead to further assessment of what can and should be done," she continued.

Ms Lee welcomed the recent Government commitments to improving social housing and the move in the Planning and Development Bill 1999 towards more integrated housing. She said that unless social housing completions are raised from 4,500 to 12,500 units per year, the current housing crisis could not be realistically addressed. 

The study and conference paid special attention to residents’ perspectives about estate living conditions – the factors that help or hinder these, or experiences of dealing with external agencies, in particular their housing landlords, the local authorities. 

Paddy Flannery, resident in Moyross Estate, Limerick, for the past 24 years, and manager of the Moyross Community Centre, highlighted the impact a well equipped community centre and other joint local authority-community initiatives had made to his estate. He said that they had rejuvenated Moyross following the "devastating effect" of the1980’s slump, rising unemployment and the government policy at the time to make grants available for people who wanted to move out of estates. 

Tony Fahey, Senior Research Officer at the Economic and Social Research Institute and co-ordinator of the research project said that the regeneration of "problem estates" needs to focus on building communities as well as housing. In particular ways need to be devised to reintegrate severely marginalised, or "problem" tenants who often end up in conflict with other tenants.

The study was carried out by a research team drawn from the Economic and Social Research Institute, NUI Maynooth and University College Cork. It was sponsored by the Katharine Howard Foundation and Combat Poverty Agency. The report examines national and international trends in social housing and reports on a detailed study of living conditions in seven urban local authority estates – three in Dublin (Fatima Mansions, Fettercairn, and South Finglas), and one each in Cork (Deanrock), Limerick (Moyross), Sligo (Cranmore) and Dundalk (Muirhevnamor).
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