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EQUAL ACCESS TO A HOME 
BY JEANNETTE BOYNE 

I see seven towers, but I only see one way out1 
 

It shall be the first duty of the Government of the Republic  
to make provision for the physical, mental and spiritual  
well-being of the children, to secure that no child shall  

suffer hunger or cold from lack of food, clothing, or shelter. 
 

Democratic Programme of the First Dáil 
 

[Socialists] want to divide our society into . . .  
some people who pay for everything and qualify for  

nothing and other people who . . . er . . . um . . . 
  

Leo Varadkar, Taoiseach, 32nd Dáil  

urely it’s clear that we’ve fallen well short of that first duty of the first Dáil 

when nearly 10,271 people, one in three of them children, were homeless in 

Ireland in January this year. The Focus Ireland website points out, however, 

that the homeless emergency accommodation counts do not include rough sleepers 

or the so-called hidden homeless—those people who are living in their parents’ box 

 

1 Running to Stand Still, by U2:  
  Sweet the sin / Bitter the taste in my mouth / I see seven towers / But I only see one way out 
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rooms, or in squats, or ‘sofa surfing’ with friends. Nor does it include women and 

children staying in domestic violence refuges or an unspecified number of homeless 

families who have been placed in 'own door', i.e. self-contained, temporary 

accommodation. 

Our Housing Minister’s response would have to improve quite a bit to be merely 

inadequate. Eoghan Murphy told RTÉ News that the situation would continue to 

worsen until housing supply meets demand (well, duh) and went home to wring his 

helpless hands helplessly. Despite his helplessness, he survived the Social 

Democrats’ no-confidence motion in early December—mainly because neither of the 

two main parties wanted an election until they could get the poll numbers right.  

Let’s be clear, this is a policy-driven crisis. Bedrock Fine Gael ideology does not want 

government in the business of building public housing, because it interferes with the 

free market. The ‘logic’ is that, without government interference, supply-and-demand 

in a free marketplace will solve the problem. Except that it hasn’t.  

We freed the market, it boomed, and now 

we have a homelessness crisis that shames 

our Republic, in which children are born 

and/or grow up in b&bs on meals from the 

chipper—from the start of their lives, 

nutritionally, economically, educationally, 

and socially  disadvantaged. We read 

stories about babies who are delayed learning 

to crawl or walk because of a lack of floorspace: the children who . . . er . . . um, 

being raised by the adults whose spirit is constantly in the process of being broken.  

So, what do you do when you’re Fine Gael and your absolute certain knowledge 

seems to be contradicted by the hard evidence in front of you—that freeing the 

market delivered (at least) two separate but related national disasters, the financial 

crash and record-breaking levels of homelessness?  

That’s what psychologists call cognitive dissonance. It happens when the world out 

there doesn’t match the picture in your head. Often our first instinct isn’t to adjust 

what we thought we knew by adding in the new information, but rather to try and 
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adjust the world out there to fit our preconceptions—from which, with just a slight 

change of focus, a more convenient ‘alternative truth’ might emerge. That the 

problem of homelessness is all about supply, for instance, which is in the process of 

being corrected by the market. Nothing Eoghan Murphy can do about it. 

In the past, during times when the country was economically much worse off than we 

are today, we built the suburbs of Ballyfermot (where I 

was born), Cabra, Crumlin, Drimnagh, Finglas, and so on 

down the alphabet. Fintan O’Toole points out that 

between 1933 and 1943 (covering both the Great 

Depression and the Emergency) the majority of new 

builds in Ireland were public housing units. By 1995 

public housing still made up 25 percent of new builds. But while 

the Celtic Tiger was roaring, ‘the percentage plummeted. In 

the years of the boom, from 1995 to 2007, just 6 percent 

of newly built homes were local authority houses’ (Irish 

Times, October 2018). 

The current narrative is that future planning should consider 

social integration as a priority and that only socialists insist on building housing 

for the er . . . um . . . literally unspeakable people alone. I agree whole-heartedly 

with prioritising integration, but not when it’s used as another alternative truth to 

cover the Government’s failure to meet its own low targets. At the present 

stunning rate of progress, we should have cleared the current waiting lists in 

about twenty years. Then we can start on the even bigger housing list that will 

have built up while we were fixing the first one.  

Welcome to Ballymun 
Undoubtedly, when it comes to building public housing, there have been historical 

mistakes from which we have yet to learn. Ballymun flats almost always serves as a 

tragic example.  
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In the sixties, yet another housing crisis and four deaths caused by collapsing 

tenements forced the Government to act. They built the 

Ballymun flats and moved upwards of 17,000 people, 

mostly families with, between them, about 6,000 

children under six, to an area of north Dublin 

without any facilities. For reference purposes, that 

is more than the current population of Cobh 

(12,800) or Killarney (14,504), about the same as 

Clonmel (17,140), and not that many fewer than 

Sligo (19,199).  

The bus service arrived late as did the shopping centre 

with its one supermarket and the only social spaces in the development—two pubs. 

The promised health centre, swimming pool, library, meeting rooms, community 

halls, and gym didn’t happen.  

Can anyone spot a problem? 

In a predictable number of years those multitudes of small children became 

teenagers with nowhere to go and nothing to do but ‘hang out’ and get told they were 

keeping babies awake with their noise, or getting in the way by sitting on the steps, 

or just ‘making the place look untidy’. I know, I was a teenager in Ballymun; I 

remember the resentment and antagonism that started to eat away at the fabric of 

our social relations.  

Resentment and antagonism, it turns out, will spread virally in the vacuum created by 

the absence of social support systems. Complaints about social issues, or about the 

lack of amenities, were treated to the same deaf ear from Dublin Corporation, the 

landlords, as were complaints about emerging cracks in the physical fabric of the 

buildings, made worse by poor or no maintenance.  

Those who could, moved elsewhere; in time, new tenants became reluctant to move 

in. Over the years, being allocated a flat in Ballymun came to be seen, rightly or 

wrongly, as a punishment or judgement for being a 'problem tenant'. And because 

‘problem’ tenants were often vulnerable and ‘politically disempowered, the authorities 

did not feel pressure to maintain the blocks to a decent standard’ (O’Toole). 
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As an aside, I want to point out that the problem with ‘problem tenants’ is rarely the 

tenant. For vulnerable people, the lack of supports—medical, educational, financial, 

and so on—are very seriously under-resourced, and that lack of supports aggravates 

and worsens vulnerability. The lack of supports is the problem. 

When the predictable consequences of this multi-factorial neglect, lack of planning, 

and lack of concern became visible for all to see, government, local and national, 

pulled away in horror. And then they changed the narrative. The problem with 

Ballymun wasn’t the neglect, the lack of amenities or support systems, the high level 

of unemployment, or the disdain with which tenants were treated. Apparently, the 

problem was the people who . . . er . . . um . . . live in places like Ballymun flats—the 

unspeakable people—en masse. 

The Irish solution to that Irish problem is to hide small numbers of public housing 

units inside much bigger developments of privately purchased housing, where they’ll 

hardly be noticed. Importantly, however, the developers who were to deliver that 

‘integrated’ housing are allowed to weasel out of their obligations to build public 

housing units by promising a public swimming pool, for instance, that never comes.  
So, if we’re not going to build the so-called ‘ghettos of the future’, full of the 

unspeakable people, and if the people who pay for everything don’t want to live next 

door to the unspeakable people, and if the developers can weasel out of their 

obligations to house some unspeakable people, where do the unspeakable people 

go? They go onto endless 

housing lists, into the 

ravenous maw of the private 

rental market and, for the 

most vulnerable, into 

homelessness.  

That’s an awfully long way 

from the first duty of the 

Government to make provision for the physical, mental, and spiritual well-being of the 

children and the adults they will become. 
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Not just the unspeakables 
Another distressing consequence of trickle-down economics is to be seen in the 

growing number of people who earn too much to be eligible for public housing2 and 

too little to qualify for a mortgage. Poverty is trickling up. So called ‘affordable’ 

housing, because it’s price too is determined by market forces, is increasingly out of 

the reach of this cohort. Among them are the teachers, the nurses, the gardaí, the 

trades people, the shopkeepers, and the civil servants who were the mainstay of the 

Building Societies. They are the new working class, and include in their number the 

working adults who can’t afford to move out of their parents’ box rooms because 

houses have become financial commodities rather than homes. 

The Government also has a duty to this cohort who have been abandoned as surely 

as their cousins on the public housing lists have been abandoned. With little chance 

of saving for a mortgage deposit while paying the usurious rents extorted by market-

driven logic, they too have been surrendered to the untender mercies of the vultures 

who are taking over the rental market and testing the limits when it comes to market 

prices. They haven’t found one yet. 

Self-evidently, the problem was and is that the Government stopped building houses 

and apartments in big enough numbers and surrendered its duty to make provision 

for the well-being of citizens to the mercy of the 

ethics-free zone of the free market. The 

solution, self-evidently, is for Government, both 

local and national, to start building houses and 

apartments again in sufficient numbers to clear 

the lists of people waiting for homes to become 

available and/or affordable to them. But that 

fine example of big government’ is anathema to 

Fine Gael and their free-marketeering friends. 

 

2Each County or City Council determines its own limits. In Dublin City Council, for instance, earning 
limits range from €35,000 for a single adult to €42,000 for three adults and four or more children. In 
Cork County Council the equivalent numbers are €30,000 and €36,000. 
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If the State were to build genuinely integrated housing, with no differentiation 

between privately and publicly owned units, and the distribution of both random 

within the development, the difference between the cost of building and the price to 

be obtained from the sale of a percentage of houses and apartments on the open 

market—that is, the profit otherwise trousered by millionaire developers—would 

subsidise, if not cover, the cost of building the public and affordable units.  

But the Fine Gael Government apparently had no intention of starting such a building 

programme. They are still waiting for the market to perform an increasingly 

disincentivised miracle.  

While we wait, 10,271 people are literally 

homeless and somewhere around 70,000 

more (it depends on who’s counting) are 

living on the public housing list. The 

Government continues to deal with this 

national disaster as an intellectual puzzle to 

be solved—a political jigsaw with some of 

the pieces missing—and not as a life-changing, life-limiting, heart-breaking disaster 

for those people who . . . er . . . um . . . find themselves squeezed out of their homes 

and into homelessness.  

Shame on all of us. 

 

 

 


