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1. Introduction and overview: change, continuity and difference 

This paper is produced to stimulate discussion at the Armagh Workshop. We review 

issues, ideas and arguments about ‘sustainable communities’ in Ireland. We have 

responded to an agenda from the Centre for Cross Border Studies regarding the 

development of a North/South Forum for Sustainable Communities. The topics that 

we were asked to consider are shown in Figure 1, together with an indication of who 

took primary responsibility for sections of this paper. We have more questions than 

answers and we hope that this paper can be read as a contribution to collegial dialogue 

rather than a settled and fixed position that we are expected to ‘defend’. 

 

Figure 1: Topics for the issues paper 

Topic Responsible 

Introduction/overview Chris Paris 

The impact of regeneration programmes in fostering sustainable 

communities and social cohesion in Belfast, Dublin and other urban centres 

Jenny Muir 

The growing need for social and affordable housing that requires strategic 

public interventions in partnership with the private and non-profit sectors 

Chris Paris 

The integration of social and private housing Paddy Gray 

Planning to bring places of work and homes closer together Chris Paris 

Rural depopulation and regeneration, particularly in the border regions Chris Paris 

Homelessness Paddy Gray 

The needs of migrant workers and travellers Paddy Gray 

The housing market in the border region Chris Paris 

Capacity building, upskilling, training and the joint recognition of 

qualifications for housing and related service providers 

Paddy Gray 

 

This section outlines some key issues relating to the project of a forum on sustainable 

communities in Ireland. This requires consideration both of the terms and definitions 

we use as well as key differences and similarities between Northern Ireland (NI) and 

the Republic of Ireland (RoI). 

 

Key terms and definitions in sustainable communities, housing and planning 

The forum needs to agree, or at least appreciate where we disagree about key terms 

and definitions relating to sustainable communities, housing and planning, especially 

as some policy ideas and initiatives are imported from other jurisdictions where terms 

and definitions may reflect different traditions, policies and practices. 
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Two key terms in discussions of ‘sustainable communities’ are contentious. 

• Both ‘community’ and ‘sustainability’ have been used and defined in many 

different ways, with varying degrees of intended precision and meaning, with 

varying degrees of analytical and normative dimensions. 

• The combination of the two terms in the expression ‘sustainable communities’, 

compounds uncertainty about meanings supposed to be attached to the term. 

• Do participants have clear and unambiguous definitions of ‘sustainable 

communities’? Or is it just a headline title which shows general concern about 

issues but lacks any specificity or focus? 

Other terms in debates about sustainable communities may confuse assertions with 

facts and/or conflate aspirations and possibilities with probabilities. Some terms are 

ambiguous and others are anachronistic. Some appear attractive and obvious but on 

closer inspection become impossible to define precisely or defend on any logical 

basis. The following may be particularly problematic 

 

• The dichotomous notion of ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ areas has long been 

anachronistic so how can it meaningfully inform policy? 

• The notion of ‘affordability’ appears objective but how can it be measured 

except metaphorically with many qualifying assumptions? 

• Does the notion of ‘social’ housing simply blur and confuse ‘public’ and 

‘private’ involvement in subsidised housing provision? 

• Does the idea of ‘regeneration’ provide any indications of the answers to 

questions about ‘of what?’ and ‘for whom?’ 

 

Similar planning regimes in NI and the RoI have both differed hugely from GB: so 

how relevant and applicable are GB urban and housing policies here? 

 

• Town and country planning in GB has evolved into a system largely used to 

channel and restrict development, especially in the countryside 

• Both Irish jurisdictions have much more permissive planning systems, 

enabling widespread suburban and countryside development. 

• The dramatic changes of Irish urban-regional spatial structures since the early 

1990s could not have happened in GB.  

• GB polices on ‘sustainable communities’ reflect changing government 

perspectives on housing and regional development in a context of restricted 

house building and high housing costs in southern England but diverse and 

different housing markets in northern Britain including low demand and 

abandonment. These are different issues from those obtaining in Ireland, 

within a different history and politics of planning. 

 

Change and continuity in socio-economic and political contexts 

There have been dramatic socio-economic and political changes in Ireland during the 

last 15 years, but these have varied both within and between the two jurisdictions. 

 

• The jurisdictions differ in constitutional terms: the RoI is a sovereign state 

whereas NI remains part of the UK, albeit partially devolved. Hence the RoI 
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has autonomy, subject to international agreements (including EU) on matters 

such as taxation and social security, but NI is bound by central UK policies; 

this has significance for economic policies affecting tax and investment. 

• Significant constitutional, government and policy differences between the two 

jurisdictions must be taken into account in exploring any ‘joined-up’ policy 

making and implementation. One simple current example is the very different 

range of powers and functions of local governments in the two jurisdictions. 

• The RoI enjoys constitutional coalition government, with constitution change 

after referenda following the Good Friday Agreement removing the territorial 

claim on NI. The devolved arrangements in NI remain contentious and 

unsettled and the Assembly is seemingly interminably on ice. 

• The RoI has been transformed from an economic backwater to a whirlpool of 

economic growth, with massive inward investment, buoyant job creation in 

dynamic industries and growth in real incomes in an unprecedented economic 

boom. GDP is growing at 4-5% with unemployment below 5%. 

• The NI economy strengthened relative to other UK regions during the 1990s, 

with substantial fall in unemployment and growth in real incomes. GDP 

growth has recently lost compared to UK averages but unemployment remains 

low. Overall, however, NI remains dependent on public sector investment and 

employment and shows none of the dynamism of its southern neighbour. 

• Demilitarisation in NI has included removal of border checkpoints and other 

military installations as well as substantial troop withdrawal. But ‘peace’, has 

not reduced ethno-religious residential segregation (ERRS) as deep-rooted 

sectarian and constitutional divisions are reinforced in segregated schools, 

though the growth of integrated education offers prospect of a different future. 

• There were many similar demographic trends in the two jurisdictions since 

1991, with falling fertility, more births outside marriage, an ageing society and 

falling average household size. Overall population trends, however, diverged. 

o The RoI had a dramatic migration turnaround with rapid net inward 

migration from the mid-1990s resulting in massively increased housing 

demand as well as increased ethnic diversity. 

o In NI, by way of contrast, there was net migration loss between 1991 

and 2001; despite a reported recent increase in migrant workers, there 

is no equivalent migration dynamic enhancing housing demand. 

• Other features of recent developments in Ireland relating to ‘sustainable 

communities’ are explored below, including house building and price booms, 

changing housing systems, dramatic changes in the spatial organisation of 

settlements and changing public policy initiatives and responses. 

 

2. Regeneration programmes, sustainable communities and social cohesion 

 

Our brief was to consider ‘the impact of regeneration programmes in fostering 

sustainable communities and social cohesion in Belfast, Dublin and other urban 

centres’. 
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Regeneration policies and practice evolved differently in the two Irish jurisdictions 

(Figure 2), but they have in common a fragmented and generally short-term approach. 

Other relevant similarities between the jurisdictions are: 

 

• The influence of EU funding and policies; 

• The influence of British regeneration policies; 

• The growing economic imbalance between East and West. 

 

Differences include: 

 

• A dedicated urban regeneration policy in NI but not in the Republic; 

• A more stable governance structure in the Republic, based on the principle of 

social partnership, contrasting with the inability to sustain the NI Assembly; 

• Deeper divisions in NI society including increasing residential segregation 

between the two main communities and a rise in racial and homophobic attacks; 

the response to increased immigration in the South has been at times intolerant but 

arguably not as violent; 

• Distrust of state structures by Protestants in NI; 

• A more affluent society in the South, which has increased social divisions. 

 

Therefore, arguably, urban regeneration in the two jurisdictions seeks to achieve 

different outcomes: 

 

• In the North: firstly, to improve social cohesion between the two main 

communities (i.e. horizontal cohesion) and, secondly, to improve economic 

prosperity;  

• In the South: first, to maintain economic prosperity including bringing in the 

reserve army of labour; secondly, to improve social cohesion between rich and 

poor (i.e. vertical cohesion). 

 

Sustainable communities are those in which people want to live, work and spend their 

leisure time. ‘Sustainability’ can never be about areas remaining the same; rather, it is 

about ensuring that communities can cope with change, including negotiating its 

terms through effective civic participation. The operation of urban regeneration so far 

raises several questions about how effectively these programmes contribute to 

sustainability and social cohesion: 

 

(i) If sustainable communities are those that can cope with change rather than 

communities that never change, how can regeneration programmes help to 

facilitate the skills and structures needed for this? 

(ii) In Northern Ireland, should regeneration include a specific commitment to 

promote more integrated communities? (tackling horizontal segregation) 

(iii) In the Republic, to what extent should regeneration provide low-cost housing 

(and other facilities) in high-cost areas as part of a mixed tenure model? 

(tackling vertical segregation) 

(iv) What are the limits of community involvement and whose responsibility is it 

to balance the interests of future residents with those of the present occupants? 
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Figure 2: Urban regeneration in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, 

1970s – present 

 

 Northern Ireland Republic of Ireland 

1970 – 

1979 

Early 1970s: Small-scale community 

development e.g. community centres 

Mid-1970s: Belfast Areas of Need 

 

1980 – 

1993 

1988: reform of EU structural funds & 

introduction of Community Initiatives 

1988: Making Belfast Work; Londonderry 

Initiative  

1988: Community Economic Regeneration 

Scheme: cities and towns 

1989: Laganside Corporation 

1989-1994: EU Poverty III: Brownlow 

 

 

1985: first Remedial Works Scheme 

mid-1980s: EU Poverty II 

mid-1980s: Urban Renewal schemes 

1986: first Urban Renewal Scheme 

1987: introduction of social partnership 

1988: reform of EU structural funds & 

introduction of Community Initiatives 

1989: EU Poverty III 

c.1990: Temple Bar; Custom House 

1991: pilot Area Partnerships (12) 

1994 – 

1999 

1995: District Partnerships (26) to administer 

PEACE I (EUSSPPR) 

1994 – 1999: URBAN I in Derry & West 

Belfast 

1995: Belfast area partnerships 

1998: Good Friday Agreement 

1999: NI Assembly convenes 

1994 – 1999: URBAN I in North Dublin 

1995: PEACE I, border counties 

1995: Area Partnerships (38) 

1996: Dublin Docklands Development Authority  

1998: Ballymun Regeneration 

1998 Urban Renewal Scheme 

2000 – 

now 

 

 

2000 onwards: NIHE area-based Housing 

Strategies 

2000 – 2004: PEACE II, administered by 

Local Strategy Partnerships 

c.2000: Health Action Zone, North & West 

Belfast; several Sure Start projects 

2000 – 2006: URBAN II, N. Belfast 

2002: NI Assembly suspended 

c.2002: Ilex regeneration co., Derry  

2003: Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy  

2005: ‘A Shared Future’ policy 

2005: Review of Public Administration  

2005: Titanic Quarter Plan launched 

2000: Planning & Development Act 

2000 – 2004: PEACE II, border counties 

2000 – 2006: URBAN II, Ballyfermot 

2002: Revitalising Areas Through Planning & 

Development (RAPID) 

c.2003: PPP at Fatima Mansions, Dublin  
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3. Strategic partnerships and the need for social and affordable housing 

Our brief was to explore the ‘growing need for social and affordable housing that 

requires strategic partnership with the private and non-profit sectors’. 

The need for partnerships is partly a function of public policy in both jurisdictions. 

Governments have largely withdrawn from direct housing provision, especially in the 

UK through the sale of dwellings to tenants and, so far in GB but not NI, by massive 

stock transfer from public authorities to other social landlords. 

 

• In the absence of any likelihood for expanded direct public provision in social 

and affordable housing, various forms of partnership represent ways that 

governments can influence the provision of social and affordable housing. 

• With reduced direct public provision increasing concern has attached to the 

‘need’ for ‘affordable’ access to home ownership. 

• This is a more significant public policy concern in the RoI than NI, though 

strong increases in NI house prices may have exacerbated difficulties for first 

time buyers, especially in parts of Belfast and adjacent areas. 

 

Governments have sought to encourage private and non-profit involvement in meeting 

social and affordable housing need through various mechanisms, including the use of 

planning restrictions and incentives. Also, especially, in the UK, government requires 

new social housing construction to be undertaken primarily by non-profit housing 

associations (HAs) on condition that public grants or loans are matched by capital 

borrowing from private money markets. 

 

There are many significant differences between the two jurisdictions. 

 

• There are different legislative bases for partnership. 

• There are different types and levels of grant assistance for new social housing 

construction and the priorities and criteria for selecting social housing tenants, 

especially regarding the statutory basis of homelessness. 

• Methods of providing tax relief or income assistance for first time buyers 

have varied over time and continue to differ between the two jurisdictions. 

• Different methods are used to assist low income tenants afford social rental 

housing: grant assistance in the RoI is oriented towards lowering production 

costs so that councils or other providers can set rents below market levels; 

new social housing production in NI gets some grant assistance but providers, 

now just HAs, must also undertake private borrowing being under-pinned by 

the availability of housing benefit for low income tenants. 

Many commentators have argued that there is a need for more social and affordable 

housing due to a range of inter-acting processes of change, including the following: 

 

• Despite massively increased new house building, especially in the RoI, there 

are shortages of available dwellings at prices or rents that lower income 

households can afford: hence there is a perceived need for additional social 

rented housing. 
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• A significant proportion of new house building has been acquired as second 

homes or to let as short-term holiday accommodation, thus not becoming 

available for permanent occupation by households in need. 

• High house price increases, far above overall inflation and income growth, 

especially in the RoI, have made first home purchase much more difficult. 

• Increased investor interest in the housing market has bid up prices, squeezing 

out first time buyers and pushing up private sector rents so that many 

commentators have identified crucial problems of affordability in that sector. 

• Population growth and a much faster rate of increase in household numbers 

has also fuelled demand and need. 

• Social and demographic changes, especially growth of single living and sole 

parenthood, have resulted in a changed pattern of need/demand for housing 

assistance. Housing waiting lists in NI are skewed towards single and lone 

parent applications with a rapidly declining proportion of ‘family’ applicants. 

 

There are also counter-arguments, especially relating to home purchase affordability. 

 

• Rapid increases in house values quickly raise buyers’ equity levels and growth 

in real incomes rapidly reduce stress: i.e. problems for first time buyers are 

essentially short-lived. Survey evidence indicates that few first time buyers 

themselves consider that they have affordability problems. 

• Very low interest rates have driven price increases and as these are expected to 

rise there is likely to be a corresponding decrease in house price inflation: i.e. 

any current affordability problems may be cyclical rather than structural. 

• The migration turnaround stimulated surging housing demand in the RoI with 

the return of many former migrants; this, however, this may be a once-off 

process. Other demographic factors, especially falling fertility, will reduce 

future demand. There is greater uncertainty about likely future levels of net in-

migration by non-Irish born, however, and a high level would fuel demand. 

 

 

4. The integration of social and private housing 

 

Our brief was to explore ‘the integration of social and private housing’. 

 

Non-market housing development on both sides of the border has been associated 

with marginalised households with high levels of unemployment and low incomes, 

higher than average proportions of children, and a high concentration of single 

parents. 

 

Whilst much of the housing has been located on the outskirts of towns and cities, 

some was also located in urban centres, a pattern which developed extensively in GB 

and other European cities as well as in Ireland. 

 

There has been a process of residualisation in social housing estates throughout 

Ireland and this has led to spatial polarisation. Key policy concerns include how to 
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avoid social segregation in residential areas and how to employ policies to combat 

social exclusion by enhancing social cohesion. 

 

There are many differences between the two jurisdictions in the provision of social 

housing.  

 

• Social housing in the RoI includes both local authority houses and also 

voluntary and cooperative housing. Voluntary and co-operative housing 

consist of completions under the capital loan and subsidy; and capital 

assistance schemes. 

• In NI, social housing includes Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) 

houses and housing association dwellings. 

• There are specific problems in NI of sectarian divisions and households 

preferring not to live in a mixed community. This has exacerbated the social 

segregation on religious lines. 

• In the RoI, the Housing Policy Framework Building Sustainable Communities 

was published in December 2005 by the DEHLG. Total capital expenditure 

over the next three years on social and affordable housing is to be around €4 

billion, which is one fifth more than the amount spent in the past three years. 

• Part V of the Planning and Development Acts 2000-2004 requires ‘up to 20% 

of land zoned for residential developments or for a mix of residential and other 

uses, to be reserved to meet social and affordable housing needs and be made 

available to the local authority at the existing use rather than the development 

value’. 

• In the Republic, the Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS) has been 

introduced.  This scheme is designed to encourage further availability of 

private sector housing for up to 33,000 people in the PRS in receipt of rental 

supplements. 

• Allocations for social housing differ in both jurisdictions; in NI there is one 

common housing selection scheme and housing register for all applications to 

NIHE and HA accommodation, while in the RoI lettings schemes can vary 

from local authority to local authority and access to lists is limited by income 

levels. 

• Two different types of subsidies exist. In the RoI, supply side subsidies 

promote the provision of affordable housing, while in NI the mainly demand 

side subsidies are made available through the housing benefit system. 

• In the RoI under 1999 Affordable Housing Schemes local authorities provide 

new build houses at a discount price on their own lands. Site subsidies are 

available and the purchaser can benefit from a loan of up to 97 per cent of the 

house price. Subsidies are also given through mortgages available to 

households whose incomes are below a certain level. 

• Both jurisdictions still encourage owner occupation as a desired form of 

tenure, but while incentives such as mortgage interest tax relief for both owner 

occupiers and investors are still available in RoI, they are no longer provided 

in NI.  
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The idea of creating balanced communities by achieving a mix of housing tenures is 

central to the debate on the integration of social and private housing, but it may be 

difficult to achieve balanced communities in a mandatory way. 

 

This can certainly be encouraged, but the concept of a balanced community needs to 

be defined. As long as stigma remains attached to social housing estates, it is difficult 

to eradicate ‘NIMBY’ attitudes, particularly from more affluent households living, or 

proposing to live, in private sector developments. 

 

Policies encouraging the integration of housing tenures can be identified through both 

pull and push factors, and this is particularly clear in the private rented sector (PRS) 

which has experienced increasing demand in recent years. 

 

Pull factors 

• The availability of good accommodation, particularly in new developments; 

the location of PRS accommodation in estates of choice; and the fact that some 

properties sold through the house sales scheme are now finding their way into 

the private sector have all been identified as pull factors through research in 

Northern Ireland.  As over 40,000 tenants in the PRS are in receipt of housing 

benefit, this suggests that many social tenants are now living side by side with 

owner occupiers. Trends in the RoI are similar. 

• Shared ownership exists on both sides of the border with the Shared 

Ownership Scheme in the RoI and the NI Co-Ownership Housing Association 

in NI. Both schemes offer part purchase and part rental, and have income and 

price limits for eligibility. They provide accommodation in the owner 

occupied sector for lower income households who could not otherwise have 

accessed these areas.   

Push factors 

• The shortage of social rented housing, or strict access rules meaning that 

households have no alternative but to seek PRS accommodation, and of course 

the house price inflation of recent years that has excluded many lower income 

groups from accessing the owner occupied sector. 

• The PRS has been expanding as an alternative tenure and attempts are being 

made at regulating the sector in RoI and NI to ensure decent accommodation. 

The private Residential Tenancies Act was introduced in the RoI in 2004 and 

paved the way for creation of the Residential Tenancies Board along with a 

major reform of landlord/tenant law. In NI, HMO regulation has been 

introduced and the 1978 Rent Order is currently being revised.  

• In RoI, the active use of Public Private Partnerships (PPP) has been 

encouraged to bring forward integrated housing developments of private, 

social and affordable housing units. 

• The House Sales Scheme has operated in NI since 1979, and has created 

tenure mix on what were formerly Housing Executive estates. Over 100,000 

properties were sold through this scheme and up until recently, when the 

scheme changed, the NIHE were selling off about 5,000 properties annually. 

The Tenant Purchase Scheme in the RoI has created similar mixed estates, and 

the fact that some of these properties in both jurisdictions are now being rented 

privately is introducing a new tenure structure. 
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Barriers to Integration 
Tenants in the social rented sector tend to face restricted choices due to their inability 

to participate in the broader housing market as well as their lack of empowerment, 

which is often simultaneously caused and compounded by complex administrative 

procedures.  These issues present a fundamental barrier to the integration of tenures. 

• The management of social housing is becoming more complex as it is 

increasingly closely linked with wider neighbourhood management objectives, 

such as tackling crime and anti social behaviour. It is open to greater risks as it 

takes on different responsibilities and is more dependent on private finance 

while at the same time facing greater regulation. 

• The housing market remains unstable and inadequately robust, with marginal 

owner occupiers at risk if the economy were to change for the worse. Any 

increase in interest rates could have a particularly significant impact. 

• Especially in high demand areas, tenants can only obtain social housing, or 

move within it, by presenting with specific serious housing needs, and 

therefore find it difficult to exercise consumer preferences. 

• The poverty of tenants and housing and the nature of rental subsidies make it 

difficult for social housing tenants to exercise choice through market-like 

mechanisms. This is a barrier to the integration of tenures and wider 

opportunity. 

• Can we create a viable social rented sector that is a tenure of choice?  At 

present it is a low aspirational tenure subjected to excessive management.  Can 

we promote a disassociation from direct ownership and management to allow 

a flexible response and at the same time promote solidarity within the sector?  

This has been taking place, to a lesser extent in NI, through the introduction of 

mixed funding for housing associations and the transfer to them of the new 

build programme for social housing. 

• How can we reduce the barriers between the social rented sector and the 

market sector? To date the right to buy/ tenant purchase and low cost home 

ownership/affordable housing schemes are doing this. It might be appropriate 

to open up subsidies to competition from private sector landlords.  This could 

help to reduce barriers, provided that adequate regulation is in place to provide 

decent standards without over-regulating, which might have an opposite effect 

by encouraging disinvestment. 

 

 

5. Planning to bring homes and workplaces closer together 

 

Our brief was to consider ‘planning to bring places of work and homes closer 

together’. Such an aspiration has had a long history in planning thought and practice, 

from C19th ‘model’ company settlements, through British and other ‘new towns’ to 

current British concerns about key workers. 

• It is implicit rather than explicit in the British Sustainable Communities plans 

and the desired ‘urban renaissance’. It may be part of forthcoming policy 

proposals in the RoI on housing policy and building sustainable communities. 
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But evidence does not suggest that it is likely to be more than just an aspiration. 

• Most urban-regional development during the C20 involved greater separation 

of home and work rather than bringing them closer together. 

• Much early planning and housing legislation had the effect of separating work 

from homes, especially to remove noxious industries from residential areas. 

• Planning in many countries has separated residential areas from workplaces, 

with a range of land use designations including industrial, commercial etc. 

• The separation of residential areas from industrial, commercial and work 

zones occurred at ever-greater spatial scales throughout the C20th, especially 

in countries where mass travel was primarily undertaken by private cars. 

Some commentators refer to ‘Fordist’ urban and regional development from about 

1900 to 1975 with mass manufacturing associated with widespread suburbanisation. 

• This was dominated in the USA by mass home ownership but in Britain, up to 

the 1970s, with large scale public housing estates. 

• The island of Ireland was barely touched by Fordist urban development as 

manufacturing industry declined in NI and lagged in the RoI. 

Many commentators consider that economic restructuring and other changes since the 

mid-1970s, including demographic and cultural change, in a wider context dominated 

by ‘global’ forces, are producing ‘Post-Fordist’ labour markets and cities. 

• This marks the end of well-paid secure lifetime work for unskilled, especially 

male workers in affluent societies, though it is accompanied by huge growth of 

unskilled, poorly paid, weakly regulated and insecure labour in poor countries. 

• Working life courses in affluent countries are shifting from ‘careers’ to 

‘contracts’ in more flexible and rapidly-changing labour markets. 

• Societies and labour markets are subject to greater risk as well as opportunity 

as new technologies transform production and consumption relations. 

• There may be greater economic and social polarisation related to individual’s 

location relative to global and local labour markets. 

Whether or not we accept such arguments, it is hard to envisage a return to the values 

and practices of enlightened C19th urban reformers. 

• In any case, we have gone from pedestrian, through public transport to mass 

car movement as the dominant means of travel between home and workplace. 

• Recent research in the UK and USA shows strong preference for suburban 

living and a growth of gated communities (see Richardson and Bae 2005). 

Evidence in both Irish jurisdictions suggests that an objective of bringing homes and 

workplaces closer together would need to counter very strong centrifugal forces. 

• Urban development in both jurisdictions of Ireland since the early 1990s has 

primarily taken the form of metropolitan de-concentration: 

• Population has been static or falling in inner areas at all levels of the urban 

hierarchy (see Paris 2005 & forthcoming). 
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• Net population growth was strongest in outer metropolitan regions, especially 

of Dublin and Belfast but also other regional cities including Limerick, Cork, 

Galway and Derry. 

• Much development comprised low density suburban extensions, free-standing 

new suburbs and widespread single dwellings in the countryside. 

• The idea of metropolitan de-concentration is similar to the process described 

as ‘counter-urbanisation’ but emphasises new low density development as an 

emergent urban-regional process not a movement towards non-urban living 

(see also Champion and Hugo, 2004). 

An attempt at planning to bring homes and workplaces closer together would thus 

have to counter both local and international trends and household preferences. 

Public policy, especially the absence of domestic rating or other local taxation in the 

RoI, may have encouraged what might otherwise be considered profligate land use. 

• Have such policies also encouraged a culture of illegal dumping and landfill? 

Whilst there may be strong environmental arguments in favour of limiting the growth 

of long-distance commuting, such attempts may have little popular support. 

• The geography of work is also changing; as in UK and USA, job growth has 

and will continue to be in suburbs, smaller settlements and ex-urban locations. 

• This means more movement between towns and suburbs rather than radial 

transits only. 

But there are strong arguments in terms of a need to mitigate the environmental 

impacts and high externality costs of sprawl.  

Should the issue be re-specified as planning to reduce/mitigate urban-regional sprawl? 

In practice it may make more sense to prioritise managing mobility between homes 

and workplaces: managing better mobility may be a more realistic policy stance for 

governments. 

• Priority could be given to focusing infrastructure to facilitate better mobility. 

• Such investments could be informed by a strategic priority to minimise 

environmental damage and maximise potential for public transport utilisation. 

• Suburban and exurban development could also be based on a user-pays 

principle to recoup all externalities. 

 

 

6. Rural depopulation and regeneration, especially in the border regions 

 

Our brief was to consider ‘rural depopulation and regeneration, particularly in the 

border regions’. Our view, however, is that this topic must be re-specified as it is 

misleading conceptually and empirically to infer widespread ‘rural depopulation’. 

• ‘Rural’ is an anachronistic concept, obscuring more than it reveals. The term is 

widely used in everyday talk but it has no significant conceptual basis. 
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• ‘Rural’ is also used officially to distinguish zones of differing population 

density or for zoning to differentiate areas for public policy purposes; such 

divisions between ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ are largely subjective judgements. 

• There was no widespread ‘rural’ depopulation in the 1990s. Population 

declined in a few remote places, but all RoI counties gained population (see 

map) as did all NI council areas with the exception of the City of Belfast. 

Any definition of ‘border regions’ is also at least partly arbitrary owing to the 

different administrative geography along the two sides of the border. 

• RoI counties are significant political and administrative entities, but in NI they 

only have symbolic functions including as bases for sporting selection (and 

only Antrim of the 6 NI counties does not border the RoI). 

• NI district councils have fewer and different functions from RoI counties and 

in any case are certain to be significantly reorganised following the Review of 

Public Administration in NI. 

• Do the ‘border regions’, have symbolic rather than technical meaning, loosely 

indicating a zone, usually unspecified, either side of a contested border? 

Recent studies have shown that demilitarisation of the border has been associated with 

rapid economic buoyancy in many border areas. 

Recent analysis of census data in the RoI indicates diverse patterns of demographic 

change but suggests that we can identify four types of areas (partly overlapping). 

• ‘Breeding grounds’: high natural increase and excess of births over deaths, 

especially South Dublin, Fingal Counties Kildare, Meath and Wicklow. 

• ‘Ageing grounds’: low natural increase and excess of deaths over births, 

especially Leitrim, Roscommon, Mayo, Kerry and Sligo (& some inner cities) 

• ‘Migration magnets’: very high levels of net migration gain, mainly outer 

Dublin metro and also Galway City. 

• ‘Net migration losers’: net migration loss or relatively low levels of net gain, 

mainly inner metropolitan cores rather than ‘rural’ areas. 

Border areas demonstrated a mixture of these types of population change, with strong 

growth in some places and much less growth elsewhere. 

• Population change in the borders reflected widespread patterns of urban-

regional change with was no obvious or single ‘border’ effect. 

• Population grew rapidly in Dublin-Belfast and Derry-Letterkenny ‘corridors’ 

but mainly as commuter suburbs of Dublin and Belfast or just over the border 

between Derry in Donegal following demilitarisation in the mid-1990s. 

Overall, the combined effects of the RoI economic boom and demilitarisation in NI 

have been complex, overlapping and as yet not fully understood for the border areas. 

It would be misleading to think of the border areas, however defined and demarcated, 

as homogeneous areas in need of ‘regeneration’. 

• There are undoubtedly some pockets of deprivation and poverty. 
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• There are also conflicts over the impact of some recent developments, 

including the social and environmental impacts of the growth of second 

homes. 

• But other parts display many signs of increasing affluence and investment. 

• The border areas may be booming more than many other parts of the island. 

 

We may need a more systematic review of these processes of change on either side of 

what will inevitably remain a contested border. 

 

 

 

7. Homelessness 

 

Our brief was to consider issues relating to ‘homelessness’. 

 

Two very different explanations of the causes of homelessness have polarised the 

debate. These can be broadly divided into, on the one hand, personal culpability and 

pathological approaches, and, on the other hand, the causes of homelessness being 

external. 
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Both governments have attempted to address the situation in recent years and have 

recognised homelessness as one of the most extreme forms of social exclusion. 

Homelessness has become a more urgent issue in recent years, when rents have been 

increasing above inflation, house prices have become unaffordable for many, and 

there have been diminishing programmes of social housing, causing concerns about 

social integration and sustainability. Both jurisdictions have attempted to address 

these issues and both have statutory provision for homeless persons that came into 

effect in 1988. 

 

In the RoI, The Housing Act 1988 marked a major development in responding to 

homelessness.  Section 2 of the Act defined homelessness, with the local authority 

being responsible for determining whether a person was homeless.  Section 10 of the 

Act, while not putting a statutory obligation on local authorities, conferred additional 

powers on them to respond to homelessness by directly arranging and funding 

emergency accommodation, making arrangements with a health board or voluntary 

body for the provision of emergency accommodation and/or making contributions to 

voluntary bodies towards the running costs of accommodation provided by them. 

  

The Housing (NI) Order 1988 placed a number of duties on the NIHE in relation to 

homelessness and threatened homelessness.  These include an interim duty to secure 

temporary accommodation for applicants, who are believed to be homeless and in 

priority need, pending a decision on their homeless application, and a duty to secure 

that accommodation becomes available for applicants who are found, following 

investigation of the case, to be in priority need and unintentionally homeless. 

 

In the RoI a cross-departmental group produced Homelessness – an Integrated 

Strategy in 2000. The terms of reference was to ‘develop an integrated response to the 

many issues which affect homeless people including emergency, transitional and 

long-term responses as well as issues relating to health, education, employment and 

home-making’. A key objective was that local authorities would produce homeless 

action plans. In early 2002, a Homeless Preventative Strategy was published. Focus 

Ireland, Simon Communities of Ireland, Society of St Vincent de Paul and Threshold 

have come together to carry out a major research project, the first of its kind, 

analysing the Homeless Action Plans and Housing Strategies.  

 

In 2002 the NIHE produced a homeless strategy, and in the same year the NI 

Assembly’s Social Development Committee produced a report calling for a joined-up 

approach to dealing with, and committing resources to, homelessness. In May 2004, 

the Public Accounts Committee reported on the NI Audit Office’s publication 

Housing the Homeless, and in the same year public consultation was launched by the 

DSD’s Promoting Social Inclusion of Homeless People working group examining the 

nature and effect of homelessness in NI. 

 

There have been recent concerns at the growing waiting lists for social housing in 

both NI and the RoI, and, more significantly, the growing number of households in 

urgent need seeking accommodation. There have also been concerns at increased 

difficulties for certain groups in gaining access to adequate housing, given recent 

housing market trends. Housing policy in the past has been generally reactive to 

specific problems but recently there has been much debate on preventative strategies. 
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• The definition of homelessness has been the subject of considerable debate. 

Concepts such as houselessness, rooflessness, and sleeping rough have all 

been explored in attempting to arrive at an appropriate definition. For many 

the statutory definition of homelessness contained in the legislation leaves out 

important sections of the population who are without a home. 

• For others, the term homelessness is too imprecise and open-ended and the 

lack of clarity creates problems for policy and resources. There has been a 

legacy of massively different outcomes between those who are already 

reasonably housed and those trying to gain access to the system. There are two 

sectors operating to different rules and generating a range of different policies 

responding to particular problems. 

 

Homelessness has increased significantly in NI and in the RoI but how accurate are 

the statistics available? There have been criticisms in the RoI that data varies from 

local authority to local authority and in some rural areas very few cases have been 

recorded at all. Many commentators suggest that there are many households living in 

intolerable conditions or who are sharing involuntarily but who do not come to the 

attention of official statistics. 

 

• In NI the supply mechanisms of recent years are not providing sufficient 

amounts of new housing in the form of ‘affordable’ or ‘social rented’ housing. 

This has led in part to an increase in waiting lists. 

• Policies are often narrowly conceived because they deal with the symptoms of 

particular problems and ignore wider contextual influences. 

• There is a clear link between the prevention of homelessness and the supply of 

supported housing in the community. 

 

 

8. The needs of migrant workers and Travellers 

 

Our brief was to consider ‘the needs of migrant workers and travellers’ 

 

Travellers 

 

Travellers are not a homogenous group and debates have focussed on the number of 

categories that exist within this grouping.  It has been argued that whilst disunited and 

defined, Travellers do possess a continuity rather than a community culture. This 

continuity includes nomadism and the importance of kinship and extended family 

groupings. Travellers have had a common experience of a history of stigmatism and 

discrimination from the settled community.  

 

The Race Relations (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 recognises Irish Travellers as a 

racial group. It defines the Irish Traveller community as "a community of people 

commonly so called who are identified (by themselves and others) as people with a 

shared history, culture and traditions, including, historically, a nomadic way of life 

on the island of Ireland." In 1999 the strategic responsibility for the provision of 

accommodation for Travellers in NI was transferred from District Councils to the 

NIHE. In 2002, the NIHE initiated a comprehensive assessment of the housing needs 
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of Travellers and this was published later in the same year. In the Republic of Ireland 

local authorities are required to prepare five year traveller accommodation 

programmes which they must review every three years.  

 

• Debates still focus on the discriminatory nature of public policies that effect 

Travellers. These include institutional racism and street level bureaucracy. 

• Public opinion can also effect the provision of accommodation in certain areas 

and examples of this have been cited in councils in the RoI. In NI, sites have 

been provided within a small group of councils. 

• In a public attitudes survey published by the government’s 'Know Racism' 

campaign in February 2004, in the Republic of Ireland 72 per cent of 

respondents agreed that the settled community do not want members of the 

Traveller community living amongst them, while 48 per cent disagreed that 

Travellers make a positive contribution to Irish society. 

• Travellers make up a small proportion of the population of NI and RoI and 

one of their traditional cultural characteristics has been a nomadic or semi-

nomadic way of life. 

• Travellers can be described as amongst the most marginalised and excluded 

groups in both jurisdictions. The Traveller community is excluded by many 

decision-making processes. 

 

Living in housing is not without problems and the experience of prejudice and 

harassment from neighbours is one reason why travellers may move back onto sites 

or roadside camps.  

 

Explanations have been sought as to why the settled population is so antagonistic to 

Travellers.  There is a need to educate the settled community about Travellers, their 

cultures and their lifestyles.  To date, attitudes towards them as a minority group 

appear to have concentrated mainly on segregation onto sites that are mostly hidden 

away, with little social contact between Travellers and settled communities.  

 

• Is there a need for a comprehensive Gypsy/Traveller accommodation policy 

for the whole of Ireland given the trans-border nature of Travellers’ 

movements? 

 

Migrant Workers 

 

Migrant workers have four main options for finding accommodation: rent privately; 

have housing supplied as part of the terms of employment; purchase a property or rent 

from a social landlord. Recent research in NI suggests that 54 per cent live in the PRS, 

22 per cent live in houses rented from an employer, 18 per cent owned their own 

home and six per cent lived in NIHE accommodation.  There are three main ways in 

which migrant workers are supplied with housing by their employer: 

 

- Property owned by employer and tenant pays rent direct 

- Property owned by a third party – tenant pays rent to employer who passes it on to 

third party. 
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- Property owned by third party – tenant pays rent direct to third party and employer 

facilitates arrangement. 

 

• Problems associated with accommodation that is tied to an employer include:  

� the fact that it is usually designed to accommodate single adults and persons 

with families must rely on the goodwill of their flatmates;  

� overcrowding and involuntary sharing;  

� dismissal from employment also involves loss of accommodation; 

� the absence of proper tenancy agreements; 

� deduction of rent directly from wages usually sometimes by the numbers of 

hours worked; and 

� the rent set by employment agency can be higher than similar rents in the 

area. 

• The make up of migrants who may be homeless, living in poor conditions, or 

needing some kind of ongoing support is changing in cities and many small 

towns in both jurisdictions. 

• Migrant workers are choosing to settle in many different areas in NI and RoI 

and they do not only need housing, but health care, training, jobs and schools 

for their children. Partnerships are required to set up a range of support 

services in order to integrate migrants into local communities. Should housing 

organisations set up the necessary partnerships? 

• In the RoI there was an accommodation crisis as asylum seekers were 

averaging 1,000 per month. A policy of dispersal was introduced to alleviate 

the problem in Dublin but much of this was done without ensuring that the 

necessary support services were put in place. Accommodation shortages had 

led to the fear of tent cities and floating detention centres.  

• The housing needs of migrant workers and traveller households are not being 

met by general housing policies. 

 

 

9. The housing market in the border region 

 

Our brief was to consider ‘the housing market in the border regions’. This raises two 

related but analytical distinguishable questions. 

• Is there an identifiable ‘border region’ housing market, or ‘border’ regional 

sub-markets in the two jurisdictions? 

• To what extent are there clearly distinguishable and separate housing markets 

on either side of the border? 

There is much better data on regional house price variations in NI than in the RoI and 

so comparative analysis at sub-national levels is not adequately evidence-based. 

• There is no RoI equivalent to the Northern Ireland Quarterly House Price 

Index, produced by academics at the University of Ulster, sponsored by the 

Bank of Ireland and the Northern Ireland Housing Executive. 

• Better sub-national house price data would be extremely valuable in the RoI. 
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There is little evidence to substantiate a notion of regionally segregated sub-markets 

within the two jurisdictions, apart from studies of consumers’ areas of search and 

tenure preference. 

 

• There is little evidence in either jurisdiction of structural variations in rates of 

house price increase at a regional level. 

• House prices generally move in line across regions within the two 

jurisdictions, albeit tending to be higher and led by Dublin and Belfast and 

with cyclical variations. 

• Even so, there remains considerable diversity within local housing markets in 

both jurisdictions, as in GB, in terms of different elements and niches of 

demand: e.g. young single renters in inner city areas, suburban families raising 

children, older people accessing emerging forms of private residential 

accommodation. 

• Crucially, such diversity exists within border regions, however defined, along 

similar dimensions as elsewhere, with two distinctive exceptions: 

o Derry has ‘overspilled’ across the border into Co. Donegal. 

o Outer extensions of metropolitan commuter zones of Belfast and 

Dublin are coming in the border regions. 

 

Overall, house price increases and rates of new housing construction have been much 

more buoyant in the RoI than in NI. 

 

• NI house prices have tracked those in the RoI, albeit at a lower rate, but higher 

than those of otherwise-comparable economically-peripheral UK regions. 

• Different levels of house price increase greater economic strength of the RoI 

economy as well as much stronger demographically-driven housing demand. 

• But house prices increased at very similar rates in NI and the RoI since 1995. 

o Reflecting very low interest rates in both jurisdictions. 

o And dissolved barriers to cross-border housing market activity. 

• Is the NI housing market affected by trends in the RoI as much or more than 

developments in the UK? 

 

There are a number of institutional and other differences in housing markets in the 

two jurisdictions. 

 

• Legal frameworks and public policies differ regarding property registration, 

the tax treatment of different types of property purchase and use, and the 

planning frameworks affecting residential property ownership. 

o Significant differences in recent years have included grants to first time 

buyers in the RoI but not NI, advantageous tax treatment in the RoI 

only for a number of residential property investments (urban renewal, 

seaside resort and rural regeneration schemes). 
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o Taxpayers within one jurisdiction may be unable to take advantage of 

tax-beneficial investment opportunities in the other jurisdiction. 

o Statutory requirements affecting development as well as public policies 

affecting non-profit investment in housing also generate differences in 

the operations of housing markets in the two jurisdictions. 

• There are also some private sector institutional differences between the two 

jurisdictions, including lending practices of financial institutions. 

o There is little evidence, however, that these constitute barriers to cross-

border property purchase, whether for own use or as an investment 

activity. 

o There is considerable evidence of extensive cross-border involvement 

by house building and renovation firms, private residential landlords 

and owner-occupiers (of ‘primary’ residences and 2nd homes). 

There is considerable evidence of a growing dis-connection between housing 

production and household formation. 

o A substantial proportion of new construction has taken place in areas with 

static or negative census-recorded population change: much of this has been 

purchased for use as second homes or to let in the short-term holiday-let 

market. 

o This is striking in some parts of the border regions, most noticeable in 

Counties Donegal, Sligo, Fermanagh and Leitrim but is increasing also 

in Louth and Down. 

o Such developments, however, are widespread across jurisdictions, 

especially in Kerry, the Shannon system and the Causeway Coast. 

Overall, therefore, it appears that there is little that is distinctive about housing 

markets in the border regions, apart from the border demarcating institutional 

differences. 

o Patterns of local variation and sub-market formation within the border regions 

are in many ways typical of such variations across the two jurisdictions. 

 

 

10. Capacity building, training, skills & qualifications 

 

Our brief was to consider ‘capacity building, up-skilling, training and the joint 

recognition of qualifications for housing and related service providers’. 

 

Most people involved in housing management and administration in RoI are civil 

servants/local authority employees, moving quite frequently between different 

departments as a result of promotion/relocation.  Today they might be working in 

housing, tomorrow in a section looking after education.  It is difficult, therefore, under 

these circumstances to build up and sustain the skills base and for people to decide 

that they want to develop a career in housing or related areas. 

 

The DOE in 1996 recognised that societal changes, high unemployment rates on local 

authority estates, and increased crime and anti-social behaviour – much of it drug 
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related – present new challenges to local authorities in their housing management 

function.   

 

These challenges go beyond the traditional local authority housing role and require 

new approaches, skills and resources. Yet there has still been a reluctance to create 

dedicated social housing organisations other than those located in the small, but 

growing, voluntary sector. 

 

There is no regional housing authority for the main urban centres nor for the country 

as a whole. In contrast NI local authorities do not have any functions for the provision 

or management of social housing. These powers were transferred to the NI Housing 

Executive in 1971. Today the NIHE has over 90,000 properties under direct 

management whilst 39 Housing Associations manage a further 22,000. 

 

In NI the Chartered Institute of Housing validates courses run by two institutions, 

BIFHE and UU. At Belfast Institute of Further and Higher Education, a certificate is 

recognised. At University of Ulster, courses include B. Sc (Hons.) Housing 

Management with Diploma in Industrial Studies, Graduate Foundation Certificate and 

Post Graduate Diploma/ M.Sc in Housing. These courses are accredited by the CIH 

and are based on its learning outcomes. Many employers recognise these 

qualifications as desirable for working in social housing organisations. There are over 

20,000 members of the CIH in the UK and Asia Pacific.    

 

In the RoI, employers do not make it desirable that employees should possess a 

professional housing qualification and there is no equivalent professional body. There 

are a number of institutions which provide certificate/degree courses in housing 

including Respond, Irish Council for Social Housing and the Housing Unit. 

 

The CIH have in the past attempted to accredit courses in the RoI and indeed this has 

been achieved at Respond. In 1996 a Joint Memorandum of Understanding was 

signed between the CIH and the Housing Institute of Ireland but there has been little 

activity since. 

 

Courses in NI tend to cater largely, although not exclusively, for students from NI; 

students from border counties have completed the Degree in Housing and some 

Practitioners from the RoI have completed the PG Diploma. 

 

Some organisations also provide a range of short courses and conferences to facilitate 

upskilling through continual professional development and specific training courses. 

In NI, the main organisations providing these include the University of Ulster, the 

CIH, the NIHE, the NI Federation of Housing Associations, the Housing Rights 

Service, Council for the Homeless and the Simon community.  In the RoI, these are 

provided by the ICSH, Threshold, Housing Unit, Government, Respond and others.  

 

Conferences include, in NI, the NIHE Annual Conference, CIH annual conference, 

NIFHA annual conference and various topic-specific seminars organised by smaller 

organisations. The North South Housing Conference has been reintroduced after a 

five year lapse. 
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• Is there a case for general promotion of social housing as a profession 

throughout Ireland? 

• There should be more effective provision of joint training by housing 

organisations and others, and there should be a proliferation of cross border 

training on common management issues and, in particular, on creating 

sustainable communities with housing as a central focus. 

• It is important to ensure that training implications are considered in any 

research or other consultancy work led by government on either side of the 

border with the aim that, where appropriate, such information is widely 

disseminated in a regular series of publications. 

• Close liaison should be made between housing educators and trainers on both 

sides of the border to ensure that the educational requirements of the housing 

sector are met through a range of appropriate courses, whilst diversity and 

flexibility should be encouraged in the provision of education. 
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