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INTRODUCTION
This policy paper makes a number of recommendations aimed at addressing the fundamental flaws 
in the provision of domestic violence accommodation services.  In recent years funding for domestic 
violence support services has been slashed and many refuges are struggling with capacity issues.  The 
plight of women and children seeking emergency accommodation services has been exasperated 
by the current housing crisis, with little available in terms of emergency refuge and step down 
accommodation services.  Sonas, a provider of domestic violence support services, has highlighted 
that the lack of suitable, affordable accommodation is leading to women staying with or going back 
to abusive partners; as in many cases, women perceive their only option, and rightly, as homeless 
services.1

The situation is starkly reflected in research conducted by SAFE Ireland. The organisation, which 
provides frontline domestic violence support services, stated that as many as 4,000 women and 
children being accommodated on a yearly basis in emergency refuge accommodation are not being 
counted and recognised as being homeless.2 This figure is even more surprising when according to 
SONAS one in four families becoming newly homeless cited domestic violence as a cause. 3

These statistics are better explained when placed within the context of the broader issue of the 
scale of domestic violence in this state.  One in three women in Ireland has experienced psychological 
abuse by a partner while 15% of women in Ireland have experienced physical or sexual violence by a 
partner.  

According to the Women’s Aid Impact Report for 2015 there were 16,375 incidents of domestic 
violence against women disclosed during 12,041 contacts with Women's Aid Direct Services.  There 
were 10,876 incidents of emotional abuse, 3,281 incidents of physical abuse and 1,602 incidents 
of financial abuse disclosed. In the same year, 616 incidents of sexual abuse were disclosed to our 
services including 212 rapes.4

Men are victims of domestic violence too. AMEN, the Irish charity that provides support to male 
victims of domestic violence received 6,500 calls from male victims in 2014. There is not as much 
data available on the prevalence of domestic violence amongst men. A 2005 ESRI and National Crime 
Council study states that 6% of men suffer severe domestic abuse with 13% of men suffering physical 
abuse or minor physical incidents. Just one in 20 male victims reports it to the Gardaí. The study 
suggested in the region of 88,000 men in Ireland have been severely abused by a partner at some 
point in their lives. 5 There is a severe deficit of up to date data on this issue and it is something that 
the government should look at remedying. 

1  SONAS presentation to COSC in 2015- www.domesticabuse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Sonas-submission-cosc.pdf

2  http://www.safeireland.ie/2016/over-4000-domestic-violence-victims-a-year-being-ignored-in-housing-crisis/

3  SONAS presentation to the Dáil Committee on Housing and Homelessness- May 2016

4  Women’s Aid Impact Report summary 2015

5  Domestic Abuse of Women and Men in Ireland: Report on the National Study of Domestic Abuse
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LACK OF PROVISION OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
ACCOMMODATION SERVICES

In order to adequately provide accommodation services for those fleeing domestic violence, we 
need to know what capacity is needed. It is therefore hugely concerning that that the Department 
of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government (DHPCLG) does not include the number of 
adults and children in Tusla funded  domestic violence refuges in the department’s monthly homeless 
reports.  

If there are no accurate figures being collected and collated, how is Tusla and DHPCLG meant 
to know what sort of capacity they need, how much funding is needed and what social supports are 
necessary to help survivors of domestic violence.

This is highlighted by data from Women’s Aid data where it states that Ireland has only 21 
Women's refuges. The places available only represent 31% of the places required according to the 
recommendation from the Council of Europe.6 The lack of capacity in emergency refuges is a problem 
created by bad policy and this must improve dramatically.

This is coupled with the fact that many domestic violence refuges have suffered significant 
funding cuts in recent years, which has created a deficit in the provision of refuge services.  For its part 
in 2016, Tusla provided funding for 147 family units of emergency refuge spaces and eight family units 
of emergency non-refuge spaces. This includes eight additional family units of accommodation; six 
additional family units of emergency accommodation in Dublin and Kildare and two emergency safe 
housing units in Sligo which were funded by Tusla in 2016.7 

A Safe Ireland National Domestic Violence Service Statistics Report 2014 indicates that domestic 
violence services across the state were unable to meet up to 14 requests every day from women 
looking for safe accommodation in 2014. This is equivalent to 4,831 requests for safe accommodation 
being unfulfilled because refuges were full.8  

These figures do not meet the requirement of Article 23 of the Istanbul Convention which states 
that “states must provide shelters in sufficient numbers to provide safe accommodation for and to 
reach out proactively to victims.”9

The government must face up to its responsibilities and ratify the Council of Europe Convention 
on preventing and combatting violence against women, the Istanbul convention, which it signed 
in 2015. It must also increase the level of funding available in order to provide adequate support 
services. 

6  Women’s Aid Impact Report summary 2015

7  https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2016-11-22a.1493&s=%22domestic+violence%22#g1494.q

8  Safe Ireland National Domestic Violence Service Statistics Report 2014

9  Women’s Aid Briefing Paper on Domestic Violence, June 2016
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ACCESS TO SOCIAL HOUSING
A further problem domestic violence survivor’s face is challenges in relation to being eligible for and 
accessing social housing. 

As according to Women’s Aid some local authorities:

Do not consider “homeless” women who have left home because of domestic violence and are 
staying with friends or relatives so they are not eligible for priority housing. However staying with 
friends or family is not an appropriate long term solution.

Require a woman to have lived in the area for a specified time or to have local connections. This is 
a problem for women wishing to move away from the abuser for safety.

Do not consider a woman entitled to social housing if she jointly owns a property with her 
abuser, regardless of the fact that this property is not available to her as she would not be safe there.10

10  Women’s Aid Briefing Paper on Domestic Violence, June 2016



SINN FÉIN RECOMMENDATIONS

The Taoiseach has stated, in relation to the lack of movement towards ratifying the Istanbul 
Convention that the government is;

“Following a multi-annual action plan to deal with the 

remaining legislative and administrative issues raised …… 

When implemented, the measures will allow us to ratify the 

convention” 11

However Sinn Féin believe that there are a number of practical measures that could be taken in the 
meantime that do not require legislation. 

1.  Funding for services must meet the level of need required

We know from research published by Safe Ireland that to date over 12,500 women and children have 
received aid and support from a domestic violence organisation.12

We also know that the Dublin Region Homeless Executive has stated that of the 78 newly 
homeless families presenting to it in August 2015, “relationship breakdown” has been cited as one of 
the primary causes.13

Similarly, in a survey of 70 homeless families in March last year, cited by Sonas one in six said 
domestic violence was the main cause of their homeless experience. In reality, the charity believes this 
figure is closer to one in four when you factor in those who have become homeless in the past due to 
domestic violence.14

According to Sonas, the majority of the newly homeless families are female headed 
households.  It also states that one of the root causes of women and children becoming homeless is 
domestic violence.

In 2016, Tusla, allocated funding of €20.6m for a network of some 60 organisations providing 
services to victims of domestic, sexual and gender-based violence in Ireland, with almost €12m 
provided for emergency refuge and support services. The Minister for Children and Youth Affairs 
Katherine Zappone has stated that on foot of Budget 2017 Tusla will be increasing its investment 
nationally on domestic violence services. The level of increase will be set out in Tusla's 2017 Business 
Plan, which is not published yet. 

Ireland needs to dramatically increase the provision of refuge places to meet the needs of those 
forced from their homes as a result of domestic violence. Sinn Féin is committed to trebling the 
funding for these supports over five years, from €20 million in 2016 to €60 million in 2021, starting 
with an additional €8 million in 2017.

11  https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2016-11-23a.70&s=%22Istanbul+Convention%22#g89

12  http://www.safeireland.ie/safeireland-docs/STATE-WE-ARE-IN-SAFE-IRELAND.pdf

13 http://www.homelessdublin.ie/sites/default/files/publications/Analysis%20of%2078%20newly%20homeless%20families_
October%202015.pdf

14  https://www.kildarestreet.com/committees/?id=2016-05-31a.284
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2.  The provision of Domestic Violence refuge emergency accommodation 
should fall under the remit of the Department of Housing, Planning, 
Community and Local Government (DHPCLG), with wraparound support 
from Tusla, Non Governmental Organisations and specialised Approved 
Housing Bodies

The provision of Domestic Violence refuge emergency accommodation should fall under the 
remit of the Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government (DHPCLG), 
with wraparound support from Tusla, Non Governmental Organisations and specialised Approved 
Housing Bodies. 

As previously mentioned above it is an issue that DHPCLG does not include the number of 
adults and children in Tusla domestic violence refuges in the department’s monthly homeless 
reports.  Figures are not currently being collated by Tusla either.  Minister Zappone, in response to 
a parliamentary question where her department was asked, if her department would publish the 
figures, said, “Tusla will continue to work with service provider organisations to achieve an enhanced 
dataset in 2017. Data collected will be published and shared with all relevant stakeholders.”15

In our view this is not precise or robust enough. Tusla and its service providers need to collect 
and collate this data and feed it into DHPCLG.  With as many as 4,000 people not being recognised as 
having significant housing needs and in order to get an accurate picture of these needs we need the 
data. 

Therefore Sinn Féin recommends as a matter of urgency, DHPCLG and the Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs must ensure that this data is collected and included in DHPCLG’s monthly 
homeless figures. The Department has a duty to publish the most accurate data it can. 

We also recommend that Local Authorities through the DHPCLG should be responsible for 
providing the accommodation units required for victims of domestic violence, with Tusla and Non 
Governmental Organisations and specialised Associated Housing Bodies (AHBs) providing the 
funding for the specialist support services.

 This approach would require a protocol to be developed for the different roles and how they 
would work together. Local Authorities would plan for and allocate some housing for crisis domestic 
violence provision. This is the procedure in place for the provision of disability or mental health 
related accommodation. The local authorities fund the units, AHBs manage the units and the HSE 
funds the support services or provides it directly.

The logic of proposing something similar for the domestic violence accommodation is that 
it would mainstream the funding and provision of the units within the housing authority while 
ensuring that the management and support is left with the agencies and organisations with the 
experience.

3.  Flexibility on rent allowance and HAP levels to those transitioning from an 
abusive situation

Under measures announced by Minister’s Coveney and Varadkar back in July 2016, that raised rent 
supplement and HAP payments, the press statement included a line from Minister Varadkar:

The capacity of local authorities to make discretionary enhanced payments will be extended to 
all authorities operating HAP.16

In its pre-budget submission for 2017, The National Women’s Council of Ireland called for 
flexibility on rent allowance levels to those transitioning from an abusive situation.17 

15  https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2016-11-22a.1493&s=%22domestic+violence%22#g1494.q

16  https://www.welfare.ie/en/pressoffice/Pages/pr280616.aspx

17  Fill the Gap- Pre Budget 2017- Submission of the National Women’s Council of Ireland



The Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government must ensure that 
local authorities are issued with guidelines on how to allow for flexibility on issuing payments in local 
authority areas where the HAP scheme has been rolled out. 

4.  Issue guidance to Local Authorities on the policy and procedural aspect of 
their housing role in their responses to victims of domestic violence

A number of domestic violence charities have raised the fact that victims of domestic violence face 
issues when trying to access social housing, especially when they are a co-owner of a property with a 
perpetrator of abuse. 

Additionally, according to Sonas local authorities have little or no power to remove a perpetrator from 
a Local Authority House, even where they are now the sole occupant of a three or four bedroom property. 18

Sinn Féin welcome the recent publication of guidelines by the Department of Housing, that 
provide policy and procedural guidance to housing authorities on the role they play in assisting 
victims of domestic violence. 19

Under the section on long term accommodation needs it is essential that housing authorities 
utilise the discretion afforded to them under regulation 5(c) of the Social Housing Assessment 
Regulations.20 This measure will help women wishing to move away from their abuser who are not 
from the council administrative area to which they have moved to and who do not have or cannot 
demonstrate a local connection in the new area. 

Similarly the new guidelines also acknowledge that in a situation where woman is not considered 
entitled to social housing if she jointly owns a property with her abuser, housing authorities have the 
discretion to consider her eligible for a tenancy under the Rental Accommodation Scheme or Housing 
Assistance Payment. 

Sinn Féin do welcome the publication of these guidelines. However it is impossible to judge 
the failures or successes of government policy on this issue if victims of domestic violence who are 
dependent on emergency accommodation are not are not being counted in official government 
figures.  There also needs to be a stronger commitment made by the government on funding for 
emergency refuges and step down accommodation. 

18  Sonas submission to the Housing and Homeless Committee- May 2016

19 http://www.housing.gov.ie/sites/default/files/publications/files/guidance_for_housing_authorities_in_relation_to_assisting_
victims_of_domestic_violence.pdf

20  https://www.housingagency.ie/Our-Publications/Housing-for-People-with-a-Disability/Housing-Needs-Assessment-Guidance-
notes-Revised-30.aspx
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CONCLUSION
Domestic violence is a crime that disproportionately impacts women and children. The 
fact that up to 4,000 women and children are not being counted in the homeless figures 
means that their housing needs are not known and therefore cannot be provided for. In 
the absence of the provision of adequate refuge spaces the DHCPLG via local authorities 
needs to take responsibility for the provision of housing for domestic violence victims with 
Tusla being adequately funded to provide the necessary support services. 
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