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Introduction from the CEO

As an organisation, Peter McVerry Trust is wholly 
committed to finding the solutions to the needs of people 
and communities impacted by homelessness. To inform 
the evidence base for our solutions it is vital that we have 
as deep an understanding of the factors contributing to 
homelessness as possible.

In recent years, Peter McVerry Trust has grown into a truly 
national housing and homeless charity. As of September 
2019, the charity works across 21 counties supporting 
people impacted or at risk of homelessness. That work 
across so many different counties helps to deepen and 
further our understanding of the issues that people face on 
a daily basis. 

Peter McVerry Trust has always looked to the solutions 
and the ways in which we can reduce and effectively end 
homelessness. To that end rural homelessness, despite the 
rising number of people impacted, remains an inherently 
solvable issue. We firmly believe that at a time of record 
numbers of people impacted by homelessness we need to 
explore every avenue available to us to tackle the issue. 

This report, Rural Homelessness in Ireland, is the latest 
effort from Peter McVerry Trust to set out our solutions 
to help tackle rural homelessness. Homelessness is most 
prevalent and most associated with urban environments 
like our cities but it is also increasingly prevalent in our 
large towns and villages. 

It is focused on putting in place informed, realistic actions 
that we sincerely believe can effectively end homelessness 
across most of this country. Our proposals centre on the 
idea that we need to treat rural homelessness slightly 
differently, that we need to link the reuse of empty 
buildings in our town centres with greater social housing 
supply, and that we need to create highly mobile and 
intensive mental health and addiction support services. 

I would like to thank and acknowledge the agencies in 
the statutory sector who helped us to secure the figures 
needed to produce this report.

Pat Doyle
CEO 
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About Peter McVerry Trust 
Peter McVerry Trust is a national housing and homeless charity committed to reducing homelessness and the 
harm caused by substance misuse and social disadvantage.

The charity provides low-threshold entry services, primarily to younger people and vulnerable adults with 
complex needs, and offers pathways out of homelessness based on the principles of the Housing First model.

Our vision is an Ireland that supports all those on the margins and upholds their rights to full inclusion in 
society.

Peter McVerry Trust provides residential and supported temporary accommodation for under 18s, adults and 
families. The charity also provides Housing with Supports and Tenancy Sustainment services for various local 
authorities in the form of Housing First and SLI (Support to Live Independently), which serves people who are 
at risk, or have a history of homelessness.

Peter McVerry Trust also provides specialised drug treatment services through a stabilisation day-programme 
and a residential community detox.

Peter McVerry Trust delivers an accommodation and resettlement service, on behalf of the Department of 
Justice and Equality and in partnership with the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS), for people staying in Direct 
Provision centres who have a status of Leave to Remain.

In 2018, the charity worked with over 5,800 people and was active in 14 local authorities across Ireland. Peter 
McVerry Trust’s national headquarters are located in Dublin. The charity also has a Mid-West regional office in 
Limerick City and a North-East regional office in Drogheda, Co Louth.

As of September 2019, Peter McVerry Trust was supporting 1,700 people per night across Ireland in our 
housing, homeless and residential services. The charity is currently working across 21 counties and doing 
more than ever to tackle homelessness.

Background
Peter McVerry Trust is a national housing and homeless charity. Our aim is to bring forward, and 
secure, evidence-based solutions to the needs of those at risk of homelessness and people already in 
homelessness.

This report on rural homelessness sets out to analyse and deepen our understanding of rural homelessness 
in Ireland and outlines a series of solutions to address, and ultimately end, Ireland’s rural homelessness crisis. 

The report contains new, detailed analysis of rural homelessness based on unpublished and published data 
from the Department of Housing, Central Statistics Office, Central Bank and Local Authorities.

As a national housing and homeless charity Peter McVerry Trust is acutely aware of the changing profile and 
increasing number of people impacted by homelessness across rural Ireland. As the issue of homelessness 
changes and grows Peter McVerry Trust has sought to do all that it can to respond to the needs of those 
affected. This is clearly demonstrated by the increasing number of counties where Peter McVerry Trust now 
has a presence, locations where we are delivering a housing-led response to the needs of those impacted 
by homelessness.

Peter McVerry Trust was prompted to carry out this research based on our monitoring and analysis of 
the monthly homeless figures released by the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government. 
The charity has closely monitored rural homelessness and advocated for stronger interventions so as to 
effectively end homelessness in rural areas given the relatively low prevalence rate. Now, the charity is 
concerned that as rural homelessness is on the rise we are not going to end but rather allow it to spread and 
grow further.

Every effort and resource must be directed to bring about effective, innovative and urgent solutions to meet 
the needs of those at risk or already experiencing homelessness across rural Ireland. It is imperative that our 
response is housing-led and that housing first responses succeed. 
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Rural Homelessness in Ireland 

30% Children70% Adults

1,400 
Over 1,400 people are homeless across Rural Ireland in July 2019

1,014 
The number of adults in homelessness in rural areas hit 1,000 for the first time

in May 2019 

Rural Homelessness has increased by 12% in the year to July 2019

12%



5

Factors Impacting on Rural Homelessness
Housing in Rural Ireland

Social Housing Supply in Rural Ireland in 2018

Rent Prices are up

in the year to
June 2019

6.9%
House Prices are up

in the year to
June 2019

8.3%

At the end of 2018 there were
over 138,000 people on

social housing waiting lists
across Ireland 

138,000

In the year to June 2018 there were
31,455 households in need of

social housing in rural Local Authorities.
This was 37% of the total

social housing waiting list

31,455
37%

Local Authorities across Ireland
built 800 social housing units

in 2018

800

Rural Local Authorities
built fewer than

416 new social housing units 
in the year to June 2018

416

In 2018, 38% of households
on the social housing waiting list
were single person households

39%
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Mortgage Arrears & Repossessions
Peter McVerry Trust has been a vocal advocate for stronger intervention in the mortgage arrears issue. Our 
view is that without strong intervention by the State to help people in mortgage arrears we could see a 
significant new wave of homelessness as a result of an increased rate of repossessions. 

As of April 2019 there were 40,234 mortgages across Ireland in long term mortgage arrears (two years or 
more).

According to information published each year by the Central Bank, rural counties have the highest 
percentage of mortgages in arrears as a percentage of all mortgages. This has the potential to impact 
heavily on rural homelessness given the rates of mortgage distress and repossession. 

It is clear that more transparency is needed to better understand the location of the properties and their 
mortgages that are being sold off to vulture funds. This information would help plan and identify areas that 
may be need to be better prepared for spikes in homelessness.

Empty Homes - Across Rural Ireland
Census 2016 found that 12% of the 2 million dwellings that formed the Irish housing stock were vacant. 
Excluding holiday homes that means there were 183,000 vacant homes across Ireland. The majority of 
which are found in urban areas including large provincial towns in rural counties. Census 2016 also recorded 
over 10,000 empty homes within 1km of their nearest town our village. In fact, when added to the empty 
properties located within towns and villages over 60,000 homes were noted as vacant by the CSO.

1,284 
In 2018 financial institutions across Ireland repossessed 1,284 homes
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Empty Homes by County			 
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Solutions to Help End Rural Homelessness
5 Steps to Effectively Ending Homelessness in Rural Ireland
Having identified the scale of the problem and the issues that are impacting or likely to impact on rural 
homelessness we now turn our focus to the solutions. Unfortunately, it is often the case that too much 
energy is spent on the problem and little attention is given to the solutions and how we bring them into 
being. 

1. Create a New Strategy Specifically to Tackle Rural Homelessness
Peter McVerry Trust believes that a strategy specific to the challenges of dealing with rural homelessness 
is needed in order to put in place the necessary measures to effectively end homelessness in rural 
Ireland.

A strategy to tackle rural homelessness would need to be led by a multi-agency task force on rural 
homelessness. This task force would require a cross section of government departments, statutory 
agencies and voluntary organisations. 

The task force would be charged with delivering a high intensity and tailored response with initiatives 
involving areas such as housing, finance, rural affairs, social protection, health, education, justice and 
children and youth affairs.

2. Ensure Housing Delivery Matches Housing Needs of People and Communities
It cannot be taken as given that the delivery of social housing is aligned with the need for social 
housing. It is imperative that housing output is wholly aligned with housing needs. To that end, in 
order to end rural homelessness, there needs to be a significant increase in the number of single 
person housing delivered. 

This will not only assist in reducing the overall housing list but ensure the effective delivery of key 
programmes such as Housing First and allow for the rapid progression of people through homeless 
hostels. 

3. Reuse Empty Homes and Underused Buildings to Provide New Housing
One of the quickest and most effective ways to deliver housing is to reuse the tens of thousands of 
empty homes across Ireland. Similarly, there are thousands of buildings only partially used in rural 
towns and villages. There is an urgent need to radically alter the way in which we manage the built 
environment to better serve the needs of people and communities. 

Further to the Government’s National Vacant Housing Reuse Strategy, Peter McVerry Trust proposes 
creating an Empty Homes Network. This network should consist of local authority staff, approved 
housing bodies and other appropriate agencies and organisations that would establish sustainable 
ways to revitalise our towns and villages for community benefit. The network would also work 
to counter increasing levels of vacancy arising in rural towns in both commercial and residential 
buildings.

These measures would complement a number of other actions on empty homes proposed in our 
recent pre-budget submission which included 0% VAT on reuse projects, increased loans for repair 
and lease, an empty homes tax and a tax-based incentive for property owners to sell their long term 
vacant properties.
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4. Open High Intensity, Multi-Disciplinary Homeless Support Services
New high intensity multi-disciplinary homeless support day services in rural locations would 
encompass addiction, mental health, housing and homeless support services in a single site. It would 
also offer a safe space for people in need to spend time, meet their key workers and also to access 
IT, food, laundry and storage services.

This service would cover a wide geographical rural area and assist people in need to secure and 
sustain housing. It would also act as a natural base for a rural Housing First programme or team, 
as well as providing for broader rapid response teams to assist those in, or at risk of, homelessness 
where there are other presenting needs beyond housing.

These multi-disciplinary service hubs have worked particularly well in other countries. For example in 
Canada, where the most progress towards achieving functional zero has been made, it has place a 
key role in some communities in ending rural homelessness. 

5. Protect Home Owners and Tenants Impacted by Long Term Mortgage Arrears
In order to prevent a rise in homelessness and increased risk of homelessness for many people 
further actions are required on the issue of mortgage arrears. Our analysis of Central Bank figures 
shows that rural counties are likely to be hardest hit by long term mortgage arrears and there is a 
clear need to put in place better supports.

The first step in this process is to increase the threshold for access to Mortgage-to-Rent to €50,000 
and allow more households to access the scheme to save their home.

The second step is for the State, through the Department of Finance and the Department of 
Housing, to conduct a comprehensive analysis of those areas most likely to suffer most as a result of 
mortgage arrears. This would allow for specific economic supports plans to be put in place for these 
towns.

The third step is for the Government to carry out a cost-benefit analysis of the possibility of the 
State directly acquiring the thousands of rental properties in rural Ireland which are home to social 
tenants but which are linked to mortgages in long term arrears. There is likely to be a strong financial 
argument for the State to increase capital acquisition provision to protect people from losing their 
home and for social housing subsidy households to be transferred from lease arrangements to 
ownership by AHBs or LAs. 
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Solutions to Rural Homelessness - International Examples

Housing First Vermont  (Vermont, USA)

Vermont is a largely rural state in North East USA. Authorities in Vermont adopted the widely used 
Housing First model to help tackle homelessness in the region. They did this by adapting to the existing 
programme delivery methods but managed to do so while achieving the same success rates seen in cities 
like New York and Philadelphia.

Housing First offers highly skilled, multi-disciplinary teams that engage intensively with people that have 
experienced homelessness over a long period and/or have complex needs. In order to overcome the 
large rural area that the programme covered the Vermont model developed a new telehealth support 
system. This provided ‘video visits’ to complement community visits and allowed the teams to maintain 
the same caseload as urban programmes while offering the same frequency of supports and interaction.

The programme had an 855 tenancy sustainment rate, which meant that of those housed 85% maintained 
a tenancy over a year later.

East Cleveland Youth Trust (Cleveland, Yorkshire, England)

Located in North Yorkshire, the East Cleveland Youth Trust offers support and employment pathways to 
young people in rural areas impacted, or at risk, of homelessness. The organisation sets out to buy and 
refurbish empty properties in North Yorkshire which not only aim to provide social housing units for young 
people but also offer training opportunities to unemployed people. If there are no empty homes to work 
on, the skills developed by the young people are used to repair and improve existing community buildings 
like sports halls and youth clubs.

The aim of the East Cleveland Youth Trust is to provide 16-25 year olds living in the rural 
communities of East Cleveland with:

•	 A network of affordable, supported accommodation for young people with a housing need.	

•	 Local training opportunities in building-related skills through the renovation of empty properties and 
work undertaken in village halls, community buildings and for other voluntary sector organisations.

•	 Opportunities for personal development and support to develop life and social skills.

Open Door Youth Hub   (Camrose, Alberta, Canada)

In the small town of Camrose, Alberta local social services and health services combined to establish 
an integrated youth hub for young people at risk or experiencing homelessness in this rural region.

This type of service, which integrates a broad range of much needed supports, is a good model for 
the provision of supports to people impacted by homelessness in rural areas and helps to overcome 
the lack of appropriate and professional services available.

It came about as a result of a partnership between the Primary Care Network (PCN) and the Camrose

Open Door Association. These organisations sought to develop a one-stop shop to help youth and 
young adults navigate the complicated world of healthcare as well as providing social support.

Services are youth and family-centred and seek to empower youth and young adults through easy 
access to primary care, addiction and mental health support, and social services. Supports are 
available for those aged between 11 and 24. The site offers a doctor, primary healthcare, counselling, 
mental health, addictions or any other social supports. There is a 24-hour helpline that young people 
can text or call.
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Explanatory Notes

Number of People in Homelessness
The number of people in homelessness is routinely taken as the number of people supported through 
Section 10 funded residential accommodation. This is the basis for the figures in the report. However, it 
is our view that the actual number of people who are homeless will be significantly higher than official 
figures suggest. To ensure adequate policy responses are developed we would urge the Department 
of Housing to secure the most accurate figure possible and therefore they should make every effort to 
capture incidents of homelessness including people sleeping rough, couch surfing, squatting etc. and 
publish these as part of the official monthly reports.

Rural Ireland
For the purposes of this report rural Ireland is the following counties; Donegal, Cavan, Monaghan, Sligo, 
Leitrim, Mayo, Roscommon, Longford, Laois, Offaly, Westmeath, Clare, Louth, Carlow, Tipperary, Wexford 
and Kerry.

That means we have excluded those counties which have a city within their area. These are Cork, Dublin, 
Galway, Limerick, Kilkenny, and Waterford.

Homelessness by County
The official homelessness figures published by the Department of Housing do not give a total homeless 
figure for each local authority. Instead, homeless figures are presented by local authority for adults only, 
while information on families and children is reported at the level of regional cluster.

In July, August & September 2019 Peter McVerry Trust requested information from the lead local authority 
for each cluster for the July 2019 homeless figures. 

Sources/References:
Acknowledgements: Peter McVerry Trust would like to acknowledge the support and assistance of staff 
in Central Bank of Ireland, Central Statistics Office and the various local authorities who helped provide 
information and source points for information within this report.
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www.pmvtrust.ie
29 Mountjoy Square, Dublin 1, D01C2N4. 

T: +353 (0)1 823 0776 

E: info@pmvtrust.ie

RCN: 20015282 

CLG: 98934
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This report was published in September 2019.
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