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Chairperson’s Statement
During 2012, one of the issues causing most concern to Threshold’s clients was
poor standards in their private rented accommodation. It is important to acknowledge
that minimum standards for rented accommodation have improved and made a real
difference to the quality of life for some of the 19 per cent of Irish families who now
live in private rented accommodation. Threshold welcomes, in particular, the abolition
of the traditional bedsit too often reminiscent of Strumpet City-type accommodation.
These days must be put behind us and all renters must be assured of their entitlement
to a proper standard of accommodation.
Substandard accommodation and failure to carry out
repairs is a significant emerging issue, particularly
in the current economic situation. As the figures
from Threshold’s advice service note, substandard
accommodation and repairs were second only
to the non-return of deposits as an issue for
tenants last year. While the legislation places a
greater obligation on a landlord to ensure that the
property being let is of an appropriate standard, the
evidence is that the standards are still not being
complied with. Moreover, the economic downturn
has exacerbated the situation with many landlords
claiming that they cannot afford to carry out
repairs. In 2011, local authorities inspected 16,759
rented properties, of which one third were found
not to comply with minimum standards. However,
legal action against non-compliant landlords was
initiated in just eight cases.
One of the principal difficulties in ensuring compliance
with minimum standards is that the role currently lies
with the local authorities. Threshold has repeatedly
reported problems with this process. Some local
authorities inspect robustly and others carry out
little or no inspections of rented properties at all.
This divergence in practice between local authorities
has nothing to do with the improved minimum
standards and has continued from a previous era
when standards were significantly less onerous,
for example, until 2008 a portable heater such as a
Superser qualified as adequate heating in a dwelling!
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As part of a recent Threshold campaign to ensure
the enforcement of minimum standards, Threshold
surveyed all 34 local authorities. We asked them
firstly whether they were aware of the new
standards. We also asked them to provide Threshold
with the contact details for the appropriate person
in the event that a client required an inspection to
be carried out of a rented dwelling which the tenant
believed was substandard. The following issues
arose from that survey:
U

13 of the local authorities when asked initially
said that private inspections were not a matter
for them and were either unsure as to who
was to deal with inspections, or suggested
they were a matter for the HSE or the Private
Residential Tenancies Board (PRTB).

U

The website of the majority of local authorities
either had no information in relation to private
residential accommodation or suggested that
all queries should be directed to the PRTB.
Four local authorities had information on their
websites that referred to outdated (pre-2008)
standards.

U

At least two local authorities, when carrying out
inspections, were using a report form which
referred to regulations that were out of date
since 2008.

U

U

U

There was a varying degree of knowledge of the
standards among those in the local authorities
who spoke to Threshold. Of particular concern
were a number of comments which suggested
that dampness was always the fault of a
tenant, despite there being clear ventilation and
dampness obligations on landlords. One person
indicated that irrespective of the standards,
local authorities should only be contacted for
inspections where there were fire safety issues.
Even after being advised of the law by
Threshold, 26 local authorities continued to
have no information or incorrect information
(i.e. reference to wrong regulations and/or
suggestions that the matter should be referred
to PRTB) on their websites.
In addition, a number of local authorities
indicated that although they were aware of
their obligation to carry out inspections, they
had insufficient resources to do so. This is
particularly disappointing given the amount
of money - 20 per cent of all income raised
from the current registration fee (€90) - which
is provided by the PRTB each year to local
authorities to carry out inspections.

Difficult times, however, provide an opportunity for
change. Threshold has always championed changes
that bring about a fairer society. The current
inspection system is unacceptable and Threshold is
calling for the introduction of a certification system
to replace the existing system as soon as possible.
Such a certification system would move the burden
from local authorities insofar as the onus would be
on the landlord to prove compliance with minimum
standards. Inspections thereafter would focus on
establishing whether or not the landlord concerned
held a certificate of compliance.
The system would operate like an NCT for rented
housing and a landlord would not be entitled to let
a property unless the dwelling concerned met legal
minimum standards and the landlord had a certificate

Threshold
welcomes, in
particular, the
abolition of the
traditional bedsit too
often reminiscent of
Strumpet City-type
accommodation.
confirming this. Landlords are currently obliged to
have an up-to-date BER certificate before letting a
property and the certification system could be an
extension to this. The certificate required could
cover minimum standards, fire safety and BER. It
therefore would not result in any significant extra
cost for landlords. The most important factor is that
those living in the rented sector would be protected.
It is ironic to note that someone visiting a restaurant
has greater protection (as regards health, safety and
minimum standards) than someone renting a home
in Ireland today.
Fuel poverty is also of great concern in the private
rented sector. The cost of fuel has escalated
dramatically in recent years to the extent that some
renters, in particular the elderly, are going without
food in order to pay for heating. Those in the private
rented sector are particularly badly affected. While
new minimum standards have improved the situation
somewhat, in that tenants are now required to have
control over their own heating, Government initiatives
have focused on retrofitting local authority social
housing and providing incentives for homeowners
rather than on assisting those in private rented
housing. This is despite the fact that one in five
families now lives in private rented housing.
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New standards are required to address the issue
of energy efficiency, and at the very least, to
ensure that properties are habitable all year round.
Features considered basic in a family owned
home, such as attic insulation, draught proofing
and boiler servicing are not currently standard in
rented accommodation. Threshold is asking that the
current minimum standards are revisited to consider
energy efficiency and that all future government
programmes for retrofitting and energy efficiency
include rented properties.
We have seen a number of positive developments
progressed through the housing system over the
last year which we believe will benefit Threshold’s
clients. The vast majority of Threshold’s clients are
renting from a private landlord. Although many hope
to access social housing or to purchase their own
home when their circumstances improve, many of
Threshold’s clients will be renting privately for the
foreseeable future. The Ireland of today has a larger
rented sector that at any time since the 1950s and
the protections for those who live in the sector must
recognise this in their adequacy.
We very much welcome the Government’s
commitment to introduce a Deposit Protection
Scheme in the near future. Yet again in 2012 the
retention of deposits was the biggest issue affecting
tenants in the private rented sector. The unlawful
retention of a deposit can make the difference
between housing and homelessness to many people.

We also welcome the Government’s commitment
to transfer long-term rent supplement recipients
to local authorities under the Housing Assistance
Payment (HAP) scheme. Tenants who are transferred
to HAP will have the chance of a better life because
they will be allowed to work without losing their
housing entitlement and will pay rent according
to their income. The potential loss of all housing
entitlement once they find employment, irrespective
of the type or security of the employment, is a major
concern to the majority of Threshold’s clients who
are unemployed.
2012 once again proved to be a difficult year for
Threshold’s clients as Ireland struggles to recover
from recession. The hardship, worry and feelings
of isolation that many of Threshold’s clients endure
before seeking our help is a stark reminder of the
importance of the role that we play for those in
need. Threshold assisted over 21, 000 people with a
housing problem, for too many of those, Threshold
was their last chance before homelessness.
The challenge for Threshold as a charity has been
to continue to provide the same excellent service, to
a greater number of people with complex problems,
but with fewer resources than before. However we
are committed to doing exactly that and I thank our
Board, our staff, our main funder the Department of
the Environment, Community and Local Government,
and the many companies and individuals who have
donated or supported Threshold in other ways over
the last year.

Aideen Hayden
Chairperson
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Chief Executive’s Statement
It remains a little known fact that one in five families in Ireland now live in private
rented accommodation. For most people, it’s a positive experience. They have quality
accommodation and a good landlord. They have a home in which they feel secure.
But for many thousands of people who sought Threshold’s help in 2012, problems
with their rented home were a cause of anxiety and fear.
Problems with heating and sanitation, deposits not
returned, money worries or the threat of eviction, if
unresolved, can put a tenancy at risk. Our advice and
advocacy service is high quality, free, independent
and confidential. We work with the hardest cases,
the people in most need. For the most vulnerable,
Threshold is often the only option.
Our professional housing advisors talk to people
about their rights and responsibilities, explain what
options are open to them and show them what course
of action to take. Empowering people is a key aspect
of what we do. But the reality is that many people
are unable to solve their housing problems on their
own. We take action where they face a particular
housing challenge or a personal obstacle, such as a
health, mental health, language or literacy problem.

We work with the
hardest cases, the
people in most
need. For the
most vulnerable,
Threshold is often
the only option.

Threshold’s early intervention is essential to
prevent homelessness. Where people face an
immediate threat such as illegal eviction, 8 times
out of 10, we find a solution that keeps the person
or family in their home. We look for solutions that
work for everyone. A tenant may have fallen behind
with the rent but a repayment plan negotiated by
Threshold can work in the best interests of both
landlord and tenant.

The problem of deposit retention has become more
acute in recent years because many landlords
themselves face financial difficulties and simply
don’t have the money to hand back. We welcome
the progress that has been made to deliver on
the Government’s promise to introduce a deposit
protection scheme as a way of safeguarding tenants’
money. This is a change that Threshold has sought
for many years. It will increase confidence in the
private rented sector and it will free up our housing
advisors to tackle more complex problems that don’t
have such a solution available.

Threshold has been in operation for 35 years and
the most frequent problem faced by thousands of
tenants during that time has been the non-return of
rental deposits. A typical deposit of €800 represents
the life savings of a family on a low income and
its loss can put them at risk of homelessness.
Unfortunately a minority of landlords continue to
routinely withhold deposits without cause.

We are particularly highlighting the issue of
substandard accommodation in this annual report.
Great strides have been made in regulating
standards in the private rented sector in recent
years, most notably the abolition of the traditional
bedsit with shared toilet facilities from February
2013. This accommodation from a bygone era has
no place in the modern housing landscape.
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The most common standards problems presented
by tenants last year included broken or ineffective
heating, poor ventilation and dampness. Some
landlords refused to carry out repairs and many
properties had deteriorated as no maintenance had
been carried out since the onset of the economic
downturn. Enforcement of standards by local
authorities is critical to address this, but it is the
experience of Threshold’s housing advisors that
enforcement is ‘hit and miss’ depending on what
local authority area a tenant lives in.
Tenants have no real way of knowing whether a
property complies with the law before they move in.
Some problems are invisible and a lick of paint can
hide a multitude. It is therefore important that the
onus is put on the landlord to prove compliance, even
more so where they are in receipt of State payments
such as rent supplement. Threshold has therefore
proposed a certification system that would enable
both the State and a prospective tenant to verify that
a property meets the required standards.
A new cause of problems for tenants is those
created when their landlord’s property is put into
receivership. Some receivers have sought to force
out tenants at short notice or have refused to
carry out repairs. In 2012, Threshold dealt with an
average of 10 disputes a week involving receivers
and this number is growing. With the support of
the Vodafone World of Difference programme,
Threshold employed an in-house legal support
worker to help tenants affected. We welcome
the commitment of the Minister for Housing and
Planning to change the law to ensure that receivers
cannot avoid their responsibility as landlord.

6
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Threshold is committed to a housing-led approach
to ending homelessness. With the help of the
Department of the Environment and Cork City
Council, Threshold established an Access Housing
Unit (AHU) in Cork in September 2012. The
service sources quality rented accommodation and
provides the necessary supports to help people
to move from homeless hostels and shelters into
independent living. The Cork AHU builds on the
success of our Dublin AHU which has moved over
800 people out of homelessness since 2003. We
also successfully manage local authority-owned
properties and support tenants in partnership with
Cork City Council.
I would like to thank the Chairperson, Board
of Directors and staff for their dedication and
commitment over the past year. The need for our
service has never been greater, but this has come at
a time when resources are limited. We are therefore
most grateful to our state funders and to our loyal
donors for recognising and supporting Threshold’s
unique and vital role. As a frontline organisation,
we will continue to adapt, innovate and optimise our
services to meet the housing challenges faced by
our clients.

Bob Jordan
Chief Executive

The Importance of the
Private Rented Sector

Housing Tenure
Census 2011

The Government’s Housing Policy Statement makes a commitment to
‘equity across tenures’ as a means of making the housing system fairer
and more equal, which includes those living in the private rented sector.
It also makes a commitment to ‘enhance the stability of the sector.’
The private rented sector is the only housing tenure to increase in Census 2011, almost
doubling in size in the five-year period from 2006 to 2011. Private rented accommodation
is now the second largest tenure and grew from 10% of housing stock in 2006 to 19% in
2011. Almost one in five family homes in Ireland is privately rented.
Where a person is in need of housing and cannot provide it from their own resources, they can
apply to a local authority for housing. The most recent housing needs assessment, carried
out in March 2011, found 98,318 households had a housing need. Over two-thirds (65,643
households) were in housing need because they were unable to afford accommodation from
their own resources. Without the resources to purchase a home, and due to the soaring
demand for and limited supply of social housing, private rented accommodation will be the
only housing option for our vulnerable clients over the coming years.

Owner
Occupied

70%

Threshold’s clients are principally low income tenants who are either welfare dependent
or employed in low paid jobs (the ‘working poor’). The main source of income for 41% of
our clients in 2012 was a social welfare payment.
The number of households dependent
on rent supplement to meet the costs
of their housing increased by 61% in
the period 2005 to 2012 and stood at
87,700 recipients at the end of 2012.
Rent supplement recipients currently
account for approximately 35% of the
private rental market.

Percentage Distribution of Housing
Stock by Tenure 1961-2011
90
80

Private Rented

19%

70

The private rented sector is increasingly
relied upon by a range of households
and the State as a means of securing
affordable homes. No other organisation
can do the work that is currently being
carried out by Threshold in supporting
the smooth running of the private rented
sector by helping individuals with housing
problems and by informing national
policy based on the direct experience of
our clients.
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Our Clients
Threshold provides advice and advocacy services to a broad range of people
including families, couples, single people, older people, students, employed and the
unemployed.
90% of those contacting Threshold in 2012 were living in the private rented sector, either renting from their
own income, with the support of a rent supplement payment or through the Rental Accommodation Scheme.
Over 4 years

Under
6 months

10%
34%

Length in Accommodation 2012
Over one third (34%) of clients were living in their accommodation
for less than six months when they first contacted Threshold.
As was the case in 2011, only one in ten were in their tenancy for
over four years suggesting that, although housing legislation allows
for reasonable security of tenure, few tenants remain in their
accommodation long enough to avail of this protection.

56%
Between
6 months
and 4 years

Over 4 years

Under
6 months

Security of Tenure by tenancy length

9%

Almost one-third of clients that sought help with security
of tenure problems, such as illegal eviction or invalid
notice of termination, encountered difficulties in the first
six months of their tenancy.

32%
59%
Between
6 months
and 4 years

Over 4 years

Under
6 months

8%
38%
54%
Between
6 months
and 4 years
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Standards/Repair Disputes
by tenancy length
Just under 40% of clients that sought Threshold’s help with the
standard of their property and the need for repairs experienced
problems in the first six months of their tenancy. Problems
include broken or inadequate heating systems, dampness, poor
ventilation and failure to maintain the property. Recently, many
of these problems arose as landlords informed tenants that they
were unable to afford the essential repairs to ensure the property
meets minimum standards.

Over 4 years

Under
6 months

8%

Financial Issues by tenancy length
Over one third of clients that experienced financial difficulties
such as rent arrears, problems with rent supplement and
seeking to end their tenancy due to financial reasons, ran into
difficulty in the first six months of their tenancy.

34%
58%
Between
6 months
and 4 years

Pension

Other

Student loan
/grant
Earnings

Main Source of Income

6% 3%
1%
41%

41% of our clients indicated that their main
source of income was a social welfare payment.

49%

Less than half (49%) of our clients were in
employment, with many in low paid jobs.

Social
Welfare
Payments

28%
Family Composition
Of those contacting Threshold for support, there
was an increase in the number of single people
living on their own from 24% in 2011 to 28% in 2012.
This can be attributed to the increased difficulties in
accessing single person accommodation.
They were followed by families with children (27%)
and people sharing accommodation (25%).

Single

25%

Sharing

14%
13%
11%
9%

Couple + children
Lone parent + children
Partner
Adult living with parents
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Advice and Advocacy Services
Threshold provides free, professional, unbiased and nonjudgmental housing advice
and advocacy services.
Our approach, based on prevention and early intervention, is highly successful and cost effective for both the
individual and the State. Our priority in advising clients is to minimise the risk of homelessness and the need
for recourse to formal legal processes such as the Private Residential Tenancies Board (PRTB).
Threshold has advice centres in Cork, Galway and Dublin. Our advice services can be accessed by phone, by
email, through our website or by arranging a face-to-face consultation.

Advice and Advocacy Queries
The key reasons why clients sought our advice and further assistance in 2012 are outlined in the chart.

2287

Key Advice and Advocacy Issues

1683
1207

Deposit
Retention

Standards/
Repairs

Tenancy
Termination

956
Housing
Options

765
Given Invalid
Notice

619
Illegal
Private
Pr
P
Priv
riiv
vaatte
vat
te R
Re
Rented
ent
ent
nted
ed
Eviction119%
9%

38% of queries related to financial issues including rent arrears, rent increases, inability to afford current
accommodation and difficulties with rent supplement.
Threshold’s frontline advice services advocate on behalf of vulnerable clients experiencing housing problems,
particularly those at risk of homelessness.
The early intervention of a Threshold advisor helps to secure tenancies at immediate risk in cases of, for
example, illegal evictions, rent arrears or substandard accommodation.
Threshold’s interventions may include phoning a landlord to prevent an illegal eviction from taking place,
writing to an agent to get a dampness problem addressed, helping a client to access welfare entitlements or
assisting a family to apply for local authority housing.
The early intervention of a Threshold advisor saves money as well as making a huge difference to people’s
lives. It costs €24 per hour to employ a Threshold advisor compared with approximately €3,000 to €5,000
for a Private Residential Tenancies Board Tribunal hearing or €16,000 to maintain someone in emergency
homeless accommodation for a year.

Making the difference
Makin
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The effectiveness of the intervention of Threshold’s
advisors is most evident where a client’s tenancy is at
risk and they face homelessness. In 83% of cases where
a tenancy was at risk, for example through the threat of
illegal eviction, Threshold was able to negotiate a positive
outcome for the client to either remain in their current
home or to find suitable alternative accommodation and
thereby prevent homelessness.

83%
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74%
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Resolved
Advocacy
Queries

79 / R e p a i rs
%
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In the majority of standards/repairs cases Threshold
advisors were able to get landlords to fulfil their legal
responsibilities and address repairs such as fixing
boilers, installing extractor fans and replacing broken
cookers or washing machines. Where landlords fail to
respond, Threshold helps refer the matter to the local
authority for inspection and enforcement.
Whilst almost three quarters of deposit retention cases
(74%) were succcessfully resolved by Threshold, a
number were unresolved, due to fault on the client’s
behalf, clients not wanting to pursue the matter or
because the case is ongoing.
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Private Residential Tenancies Board (PRTB)
Threshold provided free and independent support at 87 PRTB adjudication and tribunal
hearings in 2012. Threshold focuses on solving problems through early intervention,
thereby avoiding the need to enter into an expensive and lengthy legal process.

49%

32%

Other

Breach

Standards

Validity

Illegal
Eviction

Deposit

PRTB Main Issue

7% 7% 4% 1%

Interventions by Threshold are usually successful, but in some cases further assistance may be required,
such as, submitting a case to the PRTB and, where necessary, providing representation to clients who
otherwise would not be able to afford representation.
Threshold’s clients are predominantly from low income households who are either dependent on a social
welfare payment or employed in low paid jobs. Many of our clients have difficulties beyond their housing
problem, including health, mental health, addiction, literacy and language difficulties, which mean they are
unable to present their case without Threshold’s help, especially if their landlord has legal representation.
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Summary of
Achievements in 2012

Success rate of 83%
in resolving security
of tenure housing
problems and preventing
homelessness

956 clients seeking
help with their
housing options were
provided with tailored
assistance and support
by Threshold’s advice
services

A dedicated service
provided targeted support
for 248 non-Irish
nationals who were
homeless or at risk of
homelessness

21,720 housing
interventions were made
by advisors on behalf of
clients with housing problems

150 homeless people
were housed in private
rented accommodation,

438 homeless clients
were advised and
supported by the AHU

112 by the Dublin Access
Housing Unit and 38 by
the Cork AHU (service
commenced September 2012)

housing service for people
who are homeless in Dublin

59 people who were
homeless or vulnerable to
homelessness were housed
in Rental Accommodation
Scheme properties either

Threshold dealt with 924

owned by Threshold or managed
by Threshold on behalf of
Cork City Council. These
were supported by a tenancy
sustainment service

Our Specialist Second Tier
Support Service, launched in
April 2012, dealt with 595
housing queries from 78
different Citizens Information
Centres in all 26 counties

general referrals from
third party organisations
including local authorities,
PRTB, Department of Social
Protection representatives,
Citizens Information Centres
(CICs), Money Advice and
Budgeting Service (MABS)
and voluntary organisations

Threshold’s redesigned
website received 148,820
unique visits from those
seeking information and
advice
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Threshold Website 2012
In 2012 Threshold relaunched its
website providing a wide range
of information and advice to help
clients resolve their housing
problems. The website has proven
to be an immediate success.
Threshold’s website has been recognised
as a useful tool in enabling tenants to access
information and advice to help resolve their
housing problems. Where tenants require
further assistance, following a review of this
information on the website, they contact their
nearest Threshold advice centre.
Threshold plans to increase its online resources
and presence on social media and to further
utilise technology by adding short video guides
to resolving tenancy problems.

Over half a million pages viewed (573,108)

We hope that more straightforward queries can
be resolved by using the website thereby freeing
up our phones to deal with the more complex
issues facing our most vulnerable
nerable clients.

The average visit was for 3.06 minutes.

148,820 visits of which 70%
were unique visits.

69% of visits were first time.

BELFAST

SLIGO

New vs
Returning Visitor
GALWAY

New

Returning

69%

31%

WEST EAST

5%

84%

LIMERICK

SOUTH

11%
CORK
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WATERFORD

Website visits by the
top 50 locations
DUBLIN

84% of the top 50 locations
from where visitors are
accessing the website in
Ireland are in Dublin and the
eastern area, with 11% in Cork
and the southern area and 5%
in Galway and the West.
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Regional Reports

Dublin and the Eastern Region
In addition to our core advice and
advocacy service, 2012 saw Threshold’s
expertise utilised for specialist projects
aimed at local communities and client
groups. In addition, through the Vodafone
Foundation we were able to augment the
service with legal support.

Working with Fingal
County Council

Specialist Second-Tier Support
to Citizens Information Centres

On Tuesday afternoons, Threshold provides an
advice and advocacy service in the offices of Fingal
County Council in Blanchardstown. This service
enables vulnerable clients to consult with our
housing advisor in the community in which they live.
In 2012, there was a significant increase of 42% in
the number of clients helped through this outreach
service rising from 57 in 2011 to 81 in 2012. The vast
majority were unemployed and in need of housing
assistance.

In April 2012 Threshold commenced the provision of
a specialist second-tier support service to the staff
and volunteers of Citizens Information Centres. In its
first year the service dealt with 595 housing queries
from 78 different Citizens Information Centres in all
26 counties.

Working with non-Irish nationals
at risk of homelessness
Funding through Pobal enabled Threshold to employ
a project worker to provide a service offering
advice and support to non-Irish nationals at risk of
becoming homeless. 246 clients were assisted to
resolve existing tenancy problems, to secure welfare
payments or to apply for social housing.
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Vodafone World of Difference
In November 2012 Rob Walls, a qualified solicitor
working in one of Ireland’s largest commercial law
firms, was successful in his application to the Vodafone
World of Difference Campaign and commenced his one
year volunteering placement with us, offering legal
support. With this additional resource Threshold has
been able to bring additional expertise to complex legal
issues such as receiverships, legislative proposals for
a deposit protection scheme and amendments to the
Residential Tenancies Act.

Regional Reports

Cork and the Southern Region
Deposit retention and repair and
maintenance enquiries were common
problems faced by clients. 2012 also saw
the establishment of the Access Housing
Unit, a new housing-led service to help
overcome homelessness in the South West.

Access Housing Unit established
Funded by the Department of the Environment,
Community and Local Government and Cork City
Council, the Access Housing Unit was established in
Cork during 2012.
The service works to help homeless people move
out of emergency hostels into private rented
accommodation and provides support to help them
sustain their tenancies. The service also works to
prevent tenancies failing, thereby ensuring that people
do not become homeless in the first place. In the first
six months of operation, the Access Housing Unit
helped to house 38 homeless people.
The service adopts a partnership approach to dealing
with homelessness and works closely with statutory
agencies in Cork and Kerry and voluntary agencies
working with the homeless in Cork including Simon,
St. Vincent’s Hostel, Good Shepherd Services and
Sophia Housing. The service is an example of a
housing led approach to dealing with homelessness in
action and demonstrates that with the right approach,
homelessness can be overcome.

Working with students
The Southern Region Advice Centre has a long
history of providing advice to student renters. As
home to University College Cork, Cork Institute of
Technology as well as a number of other colleges,
there is a significant student population in Cork city
in particular. Illegal deposit retention remains an
on-going problem that is faced by student renters.

The Union of Students in Ireland estimate the 40%
of students have their deposits illegally retained and
Threshold continued, during the year, to advocate
on their behalf with a high degree of success in
getting their deposits returned. The USI joined with
Threshold in calling for the introduction of a deposit
protection scheme to combat the problem of illegal
deposit retention.

Shortage of rental properties
for single people
There continued to be a shortage in the availability of
rental accommodation for single people in Cork, which
had an inflationary effect on rents. One-bed apartments
are particularly scarce and it has become extremely
difficult to find a one-bed apartment that falls under
the maximum rent limits for Rent Supplement as set
by the Department of Social Protection. Difficulties in
securing a place to live forced people to involuntary
sharing, living in overcrowded accommodation and in
some cases led to homelessness.

Valentine’s Night in
the English Market
This year once again, the Farmgate Café teamed
up with local producers in Cork, stall holders in the
English Market and Irish Distillers Limited to run
a fundraising dinner in aid of Threshold. Kay and
Rebecca Harte, Mary O’Flynn, Willie Healy and Claire
O’Flynn did Trojan work in making the night such a
success and raising much needed funds for Threshold.

Threshold Annual Report 2012
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Regional Reports

Galway and the Western Region
Demand for advice and advocacy
services remained high during 2012,
with deposit retention and repair
and maintenance the most common
queries. There was also an increase
in the number of people looking for
support in finding somewhere to live.

The persistent problem
of deposit retention
The problem of illegal deposit retention is very
familiar to Threshold and remains a persistent
problem. During 2012, numerous tenants
approached Threshold’s Galway office for advice
and support in getting their deposits back. Deposit
retention cases represented almost a third of the
advocacy work carried out by the office in 2012.
For many tenants, the illegal retention of a deposit
can mean the difference between being able to
find follow-on accommodation or risking becoming
homelessness. The work of the housing advisors in
the Galway office helped ensure that this risk was
minimised, but the need for the introduction of a
deposit protection scheme has never been greater.
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Housing Options
Threshold’s Galway office provided considerable
support to people in relation to their housing options
in 2012. We helped people who are homeless or at
risk of homelessness to look at the best housing
options for them and to secure suitable housing. The
majority were not in contact with other homeless
services; rather they came to us either just before
or after they had lost their home, for example, due
to rent arrears.

Shortage of rental properties
under Rent Supplement
The most notable challenge faced by renters in
Galway in 2012 was the shortage of properties to
rent that fall under the maximum rent limits for Rent
Supplement as set by the Department of Social
Protection. Tenants are facing real difficulties in
finding appropriate properties to rent, a problem that
is particularly stark for single people seeking a one
bed apartment. The shortage of properties is without
doubt putting people at risk of homelessness. The
support Threshold provides can make the difference
between someone finding somewhere to live and
becoming homeless.

Access Housing Unit Cork
The Access Housing Unit was established in Cork during 2012 in response to the
need for a service to support people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness
to secure accommodation in the private rented sector. The service is funded by Cork
City Council and the Department of the Environment.
In the first six months of the service 38 homeless people were housed by the service: 24 people were housed
directly from emergency hostels and provided with tenancy sustainment support; a further 14 people who
were homeless but not in residing in hostels were housed.

24

14

20

Supported to
move out of
emergency hostels

Accommodation
secured for homeless
people not in hostels

Cases of
homelessness
prevented

Prevention
The Access Housing Unit in Cork places a strong focus on the prevention of homelessness and prevented the
collapse of 20 tenancies during 2012. Without this intervention, it is likely that the individuals and families in
question would have ended up in homeless services.

Support
The Access Housing Unit provides pre and post tenancy training and support to clients enabling them to
sustain their tenancy.

Partnership Working
The close partnership with voluntary and statutory agencies working with the homeless in Cork and Kerry
has been a significant contributory factor to the success of the AHU service to date.

A Housing Led Approach
The service is delivering a housing led approach to dealing with homelessness in Cork and Kerry, an
approach which is recognised as being the most appropriate response to homelessness – the rapid provision
of appropriate accommodation, with support as needed to ensure sustainable tenancies.
The Access Housing Units in Dublin and Cork have had considerable success in moving people out of
homelessness and the approach has the potential to deliver real results elsewhere in the country.
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Access Housing Unit Dublin
Threshold’s Access Housing Unit in Dublin sources private rented accommodation
for people who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless and supports them in
their transition from homelessness into independent living.
In 2012, the AHU in Dublin housed the greatest number of clients in its history. 438 people presented to
the AHU directly, of which 58% (254) were assessed as being capable of independent living. Of these 254
referrals, 44% (112) were housed directly by the AHU in private rented accommodation, with a further 39
households housed indirectly.
Breakdown of referrals in 2012:

112

39

54

49

Housed by
Threshold

Housed by
others with
Threshold support

Currently
seeking
accommodation

Awaiting
assessment

As can be seen from the chart below, the majority of clients housed by the AHU were single males. There
were also a significant number of lone parents and couples.

Tenancies Created 2012

Numbers Housed Since 2003

63

Single (male)

82
79
87
72

2003
2004

18
14

Lone parents
Single (female)

9

Couples
Fathers with
part time access
Mothers with
part time access
Families

20

4
1
3
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2005
2006

52
50

2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012

32
63
111
112

Flat Kit Out – Dublin Lions

We were delighted with the continued support
from the Dublin Lions so that we could continue to
supply new tenants with the Flat Kit Out.
The Flat Kit Out consists of a ‘starter pack’ of
groceries including, bread, eggs, rice, pasta,
cleaning products and much more. This pack
helps get a tenancy off to a good start.

Outreach Services
The AHU is active at a local level operating
four outreach services. 392 clients used these
services and a wide range of information
was provided on renting, rent supplement and
sourcing accommodation. The chart below gives
a breakdown by service.

69
Fingal
County
Council
Dublin
City Council

43 128
152
Dun Laoghaire

Ana Liffey
Drug Project

AHU
David was
assisted by the
Access Housing Unit to move
from an abusive home into
his own accommodation. He
undertook a training course,
which he hoped would lead to
employment and he wanted
to stay in an area local to this.
Unfortunately the properties
available in this area were
above the rent supplement
limits. After many months
of searching David sourced
accommodation which was
marginally higher than the
rent supplement limit.
As David’s application was
not processed through
a Central Rents Unit
we could discuss the
case with a Department
of Social Protection
Representative face to face.
The representative used
their discretion and allowed
David’s application to be
processed at the higher rate
of rent €115 p.w. which was
€6 over the limit €109 p.w..
David was able to move into
his new home and is doing
well.

County Council
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Rent Supplement
Increased unemployment and reduced access to social housing have led to a
significant increase in demand for rent supplement in recent years. The numbers in
receipt of rent supplement peaked at 97,000 at the end of 2011 and stood at 87,000
at the end of 2012. Over 40% of the clients Threshold helped in 2012 were in receipt
of rent supplement.
The Department of Social Protection reduced the maximum rent supplement limits in Budget 2012 based
on the incorrect assumption that rents were falling throughout the country. While rents fell by about 20%
at the onset of the downturn, they quickly stabilised and began to increase in urban areas. As a result of
the budgetary cuts, rent supplement recipients were given reduced payments and told to negotiate rent
reductions with their landlords.

Impact of Rent Supplement Cuts
Rent supplement cuts had a serious impact on Threshold’s clients, many of whom faced the prospect of
becoming homeless. Threshold dealt with an increasing number of cases where tenants were forced to leave
their home because the landlord refused to reduce the rent. Some were forced to break leases and forfeit
their deposits, making it harder to secure alternative accommodation.
Others made desperate choices by either accepting substandard accommodation or by making ‘top up’
payments to the landlord. This only increased their vulnerability to homelessness. Top-up payments meant
that they did not have enough money for essentials such as food, clothing and heating and they inevitably fell
into rental arrears.
The introduction of Central Rent Units, to process rent supplement applications by post rather than overthe-counter at local welfare offices, slowed down rather than accelerated the decision-making process.
Sometimes it took 3-4 months to get a decision or 3-4 weeks to be told that another document was required.
It also made it more difficult for advocates such as Threshold and public representatives to make contact on
behalf of an individual.

Threshold Welcomes the Housing Assistance Payment
Threshold welcomes the proposed transfer of responsibility for long-term rent supplement recipients from
the Department of Social Protection to local authorities. The new Housing Assistance Payment will be means
tested (like local authority rents), which means that tenants can both take up work and still get help with
their housing costs. Local authority involvement should guarantee better quality accommodation, provided
by legally compliant landlords. Direct payment of rent to landlords will protect the security of tenants and
eliminate top-up payments. It is important that this scheme commences as soon as possible.
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Rent supplement
Paul is a middle aged man who has
serious health issues and is living in
private rented accommodation. He had
applied for rent supplement in August
2012 and attended Threshold two months
later. He had been informed that his
initial application and documentation
had been lost, and he was asked to apply
all over again.
Paul was paying the rent each week
out of his small amount of savings and
had almost nothing left by the time he
came to Threshold. He was desperate
not to lose his rented home as he was
attending hospital in the area on a daily
basis. Threshold contacted a Department
of Social Protection representative on
his behalf and managed to negotiate for
Paul’s payment to be approved in time to
save his tenancy.
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Buy-to-let arrears – time to
regulate receivers
The numbers of landlords in long-term mortgage arrears grew to 28,000 by the end
of 2012. This had a negative knock-on effect on tenants. Threshold saw a significant
increase in the numbers of receivers being appointed to buy-to-let properties, with
calls from tenants increasing from two a week earlier in the year to two a day by the
end of the year.
In a significant number of cases, tenants were placed in the middle of a dispute between the receiver and the
landlord about who is entitled to the rent. Threshold advised tenants to seek evidence that the receiver had
been validly appointed, as paying the rent to the wrong party could result in them losing their home. This was
a huge source of anxiety for tenants who sought our advice.
The appointment of a receiver does not terminate a tenancy and all rights of the tenancy remain. Despite
this, some receivers sought to force out tenants or told them would be treated as ‘squatters’. Tenants were
also told that the neither the deposit nor repairs was the responsibility of the receiver. Indeed many receivers
suggested that they were not obliged to comply with the laws governing the private rented sector.

Receivers must respect the family homes of renters
Most receivers are not familiar with dealing with properties in the private rented sector. Traditionally, they were
appointed to commercial properties where they could quickly sell off whatever goods or contents had cash
potential. It is Threshold’s experience that this does prepare them to work with long-term tenants.
Banks and receivers need to realise that, in pursuing monies from buy-to-let landlords, that tenants – who,
typically, have not fallen into arrears – have the right to peaceful enjoyment of their rented property.
This disregard for tenants’ rights is a symptom of an unspoken but widely-held belief that those who live in
rented properties are not living in ‘real’ homes; that a family home is only ever a house that has been purchased
outright or inherited.
Rented houses, apartments and flats are family homes for one in every five households in Ireland. In cases of
receivership, the priority should be to keep families in their homes and not to displace them from the property.

What needs to change
If banks and receivers continue to aggressively pursue tenants while ignoring their rights, their actions will
destabilise the private rented sector. There is a need for this area to be regulated as a priority.
A statutory code of conduct – clearly setting out the rules of engagement between buy-to-let landlords, banks,
receivers and tenants – must be introduced. Furthermore, the Residential Tenancies Act must be revised to
explicitly state that receivers become the ‘landlord in law’ once they take over a property and, as such, have
responsibility for all landlord obligations.
In an economy where rents are rising and the private rented sector is growing, we cannot allow paying tenants
to continue to be displaced from their rented homes.
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Repossession
John and Elaine and their
children were renting a three
bedroom property for two years. The
tenants were unaware that the bank
applied for Court repossession in 2012.
When the tenants received notice that
the Sheriff was going to seek vacant
possession, they were completely
shocked and contacted Threshold
for assistance. Threshold attempted
unsuccessfully to negotiate with the
bank’s solicitor, however Threshold
was successful in negotiating with the
Sheriff. The Sheriff agreed to allow the
tenants to stay on in the property until
their children were finished the school
year in July 2013.
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Illegal Deposit Retention
Deposits may only be retained by landlords under limited circumstances; namely,
rent arrears, damage above normal wear and tear and outstanding utility bills.
Otherwise it is illegal for a landlord to retain a tenant’s deposit. Despite this,
illegal deposit retention is the most common problem in the private rented sector,
with 2,287 advice and advocacy queries dealt with by Threshold in 2012.
Illegal deposit retention by landlords can place a family at risk of homelessness. A typical deposit of
€800 represents the entire savings of a family on a low income. Many tenants on the rent supplement
payment receive deposits from the Department of Social Protection and are expected to bring this
deposit with them when they move tenancy. If the deposit is not returned, they cannot secure a new
home and are not entitled to a second deposit from the State.
Threshold’s housing advisors mediate between tenants and landlords to negotiate a settlement. They
seek documentary evidence where a landlord seeks to withhold the deposit due to alleged damage, rent
arrears or outstanding utility bills. This intervention helps to de-escalate what can often be a tense
and stressful situation. If the landlord refuses to return the deposit, Threshold helps tenants to bring a
dispute to the PRTB, but it can take from six months to a year for a hearing to take place.

Introduction of Deposit Protection Scheme
Under the current system, the landlord holds the deposit and is placed in a powerful position. Some
landlords routinely retain deposits or allege that the tenant has damaged the property where this is not
the case. The burden of proof is placed on the tenant to prove why their deposit should be returned. The
problem is further exacerbated by delays in securing a dispute hearing before the PRTB. The introduction
of a deposit protection scheme (DPS), where the deposit is held by an independent third party, would
secure the tenant’s money and require the landlord to provide evidence when claiming the deposit.
Threshold first called for the introduction of a DPS almost 20 years ago in the report Are Rental Deposit
Boards the Answer? (1993). We welcome the progress that has been made to deliver on the commitment
to introduce a DPS in the Programme for Government. In particular, the publication of the Indecon
feasibility study which was announced by Minister for Housing and Planning, Jan O’Sullivan T.D.,
at Threshold’s 2011 annual report launch and the subsequent commitment to amend the Residential
Tenancies Act 2004. We look forward to the early introduction of the scheme.

How a DPS will make a difference
A DPS will protect tenants from the most common problem experienced by people living in the private
rented sector over many years. For the State, it will enhance the private rented sector as a place to
live as well as providing a strategic solution for what is currently the biggest source of dispute for the
PRTB. Given that much of Threshold’s time is invested in recovering deposits for tenants, it will free up
the organisation’s housing advisors to deal with more complex problems such as illegal evictions and
rent arrears.
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Deposit
Margaret was forced to leave her
substandard accommodation in
2010 but the landlord refused to
return the deposit. With the help
of Threshold she pursued the
matter before the PRTB. Following
adjudication in late 2011, the
adjudicators report was issued
in 2012. The determination was
favourable to the tenant and
the landlord did not appeal the
decision.
He did not comply with the order
however, and the tenant entered
into a long process of attempting
to have the PRTB seek to enforce
the decision. This involved lengthy
correspondence in relation
to settling the matter, which
ultimately failed.
Two years since setting the
procedure in motion, Margaret
still had not received her deposit.
When, in 2012, she again requested
that the PRTB seek to enforce
the order through the courts,
the tenant was advised that she
should pursue court action herself.
The tenant felt let down by the
process and would like to see a
better system put in place for
protecting deposits.
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Accommodation Standards
Substandard accommodation and repairs accounted for 1,683 advice and advocacy queries
to Threshold in 2012, second only to the non-return of deposits. A small minority of landlords
routinely refuse to carry out repairs. This has been exacerbated by the economic downturn,
as many landlords no longer have the resources to improve the quality of their properties.
The legal enforcement of standards by local authorities is therefore critical.

Abolition of bedsits is welcome
Significant strides have been made in recent years to improve the standards for rental accommodation in
Ireland with the introduction of the 2008 and 2009 Minimum Standards Regulations. From February 2013,
all landlords must provide a tenant with accommodation that is in a proper state of repair and that is selfcontained, with their own toilet, bathroom/shower, fixed heating appliances and cooking facilities.
These regulations have significantly improved the quality of rented accommodation, much of which was from
a bygone era. Threshold particularly welcomes the abolition of the traditional bedsit with shared facilities.
‘Houses of flats’ have always caused the most problems for tenants, but these mainly converted Georgian
and Victorian properties had been exempt from planning laws for 50 years. Local authorities now have the
powers to demand improvements.
The challenge now is for a more active enforcement regime. Threshold remains concerned that, despite the
introduction of more robust regulations and the provision of dedicated funding for inspections, most local
authorities do not have a comprehensive programme for inspecting properties within their administrative
areas. Dublin City Council’s Intensified Inspection Programme of city centre flats is an example of what
can be achieved when the local authority takes enforcement seriously and inspects every property in a
‘blackspot’ area.

Future Regulation of Standards
The most common problems presented by tenants include broken or ineffective heating systems, poor
ventilation and condensation and dampness. Such problems often have a severe impact on the quality of
life of tenants as well as making utility bills unaffordable. The suitability of properties is also an issue, as
many tenants live in smaller properties where the rent is more affordable, but which may be unsuited to their
household size. This is also the case in house-sharing arrangements where the number of tenants dictates
how much an individual will pay.
Threshold is concerned that the current regulations do not specify minimum space and occupancy
requirements to deal with the issues of suitability or overcrowding. The regulations also need to address the
issue of energy efficiency by specifying basic measures that need to be taken to ensure that a property is
habitable at all times of the year. In order to ensure that these measures are in place for the future, they must
be given consideration by the Department of the Environment now.
Threshold also believes that a system of self-certification that puts the onus on the landlord to prove that they
are compliant with all legal regulations must be introduced and should be a condition of any state subsidy
provided to landlords. This would enable local authorities to focus on targeted inspections of properties that
are less likely to be compliant.
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Standards/Repairs
Maria contacted Threshold because there were
serious repair issues with her rented accommodation.
There was mould, damp and numerous leaks
throughout the property and in addition Maria
experienced ongoing problems with the heating
system. Of particular concern were the electrical
faults that caused the power to cut out
intermittently. The situation was made all the more
serious given the fact that Maria’s daughter was
gravely ill at the time. Despite repeated requests, the
repairs were not addressed.
Maria requested an inspection of the property by the
local authority, which was duly carried out. Due to the
severity of the situation, Maria needed to move house
immediately and with Threshold’s assistance was
able to secure rent supplement and to find an
alternative place to live. She and her daughter are now
happily living in good quality rented accommodation.
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Thank you to all of
Threshold’s supporters
Thanks to the generous and loyal support from individual donors,
corporate donors, events participants and trusts and foundations,
Threshold raised €406,710 in 2012. We depend on this vital income
during a time when our services are more needed than ever – you
make our work possible.
Threshold’s donors have responded with great generosity to our mailing appeals for funding
during the year. The Christmas appeal is Threshold’s biggest single source of fundraising
income for the year. We urge our donors to continue to support it as generously as possible
- it is a crucial source of funds for Threshold’s work.
Regular giving by way of a monthly donation is invaluable to Threshold. Our regular donors
give Threshold the all-important security to plan ahead and ensure we can reach and help
as many clients as possible with our services. We currently have over 300 regular donors
who support Threshold in this way. We aim to increase this number as much as possible in
the coming years.
Threshold’s corporate supporters continue to give generously to our appeals and involve
their staff in fundraising for Threshold’s work. We appreciate their recognition of the
importance of Threshold’s work across Ireland, despite a very challenging environment for
companies. We hope to build on the invaluable corporate support for Threshold in the future.
Threshold has been active in the community in 2012. Threshold staff and volunteers collected
at church gates, supermarkets, on the street and anywhere else possible to raise funds!
Thanks to all involved for a fantastic team effort. As well as generating much-needed funds,
community fundraising builds Threshold’s profile in the community and creates awareness
among people who may need our help and support.
Every cent donated to Threshold counts. We ensure that every donation Threshold receives
is used in the most effective and efficient way possible to deliver our services. We make
donations go even further when we can – claiming tax back from the Revenue where
possible. Managing costs and maximising our services is ever-important to Threshold.
On behalf of Threshold’s clients, we would like to thank each and every supporter who has
contributed to Threshold in 2012. We hope you will continue your incredible generosity in 2013.
In particular, we would like to thank our principal funders, the Department of the Environment,
Community and Local Government for their continued support for our work.
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Financial Report 2012
Threshold’s state and private income continues to be affected by the economic climate. Building on previous
years, we have implemented cost saving and efficiency measures to maintain our focus on frontline service
delivery. The cost of administering the charity is 11%.

2012
€

2012
%

2011
€

2011
%

1,817,564

100.00

2,053,816

100.00

393,682

21.00

467,405

22.76

1,100,076

60.52

1,237,643

60.26

Grants FÁS Community Employment Scheme

132,624

7.30

180,903

8.81

Charity Shops

43,044

2.37

36,208

1.76

Rental & Deposit Income

131,848

7.25

113,172

5.51

Miscellaneous

16,290

0.90

18,485

0.90

Total

1,735,265

100.00

1,957,690

100.00

Direct Charitable Expenditure

1,159,362

66.81

1,324,647

67.66

FÁS Community Employment Scheme

140,296

8.08

180,903

9.24

Fundraising and Communications

246,008

14.18

252,117

12.88

189,599

10.93

200,023

10.22

Income
Total
Donations & Fundraising
Grants

Expenditure

Managing and Administering the Charity

Staff Resources
Threshold employed 34 staff and 17 FAS Community Employment workers at the end of 2012.
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Contact Threshold
Threshold head office and Dublin advice office
21 Stoneybatter, Dublin 7
(01) 635 3600

Cork Threshold
22 South Mall, Cork
(021) 427 8848

Galway Threshold
3 Victoria Place, Merchants Road, Galway
(091) 563 080

Tralee charity shop
Milkmarket Lane, Tralee, Co. Kerry
(066) 710 2685

Cork charity shop
Unit 5 Ballincollig Shopping Centre,
West Village, Ballincollig, Co. Cork
(021) 487 7251

Voluntary board of directors 2012
Aideen Hayden (Chairperson)
Thora Mackey (Secretary)
Brian Murphy (Treasurer)
Des Byrne
Paddy Gray
Trocaire Joye
Design: www.jdkdesign.ie

Martini Molloy
Pat Farrell

The most common
standards problems
included broken or
ineffective heating
systems, poor ventilation
and dampness.
Many properties had
deteriorated as no
maintenance had been
carried out since the
onset of the economic
downturn.
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