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Response from Professor Tony Fahey

The initial development of housing in the four neighbourhoods that comprise Tallaght West – Brookfield, Fettercairn, 
Killinarden and Jobstown – took place on greenfield sites on the outer south-west edge of Dublin city in the period 
between 1979 and 1985. The development amounted to 4,300 dwellings, a total which in the mid-1980s made the 
new settlement approximately equivalent in size to the towns of Tullamore and Mullingar combined. All bar 100 of 
these dwellings were social housing: they were provided for rent to low-income families by either Dublin County 
Council (the local authority within which Tallaght West was located) or Dublin Corporation (which required suburban 
overflow housing for inner city residents). They were one of the last, and largest, instances of what might be called the 
‘classic’ model of large scale social housing provision that had shaped the social and physical landscape of Irish cities 
and towns over the previous fifty years. 

This model, on the face of it, had risky features, largely because it concentrated low-income families into large tracts 
of newly-built public housing. The housing itself provided basic comforts, and at a time when family size was falling 
steadily, generally avoided over-crowding, but in most instances, it did not score high on design. As was the case in 
Tallaght West, estate lay-outs were often repetitive and monotonous and typically included expanses of featureless 
open space. To add to the vulnerabilities of the model as implemented in Tallaght West, the national economy 
was sliding into recession as the local authority housing was completed in the mid-1980s and unemployment was 
mounting. Economic problems at that time hit urban working-class areas hard and Tallaght West was one of these – 
in 1991, when the national unemployment rate was 19%, Tallaght West had an unemployment rate of 50%. Other 
symptoms of social and economic vulnerability were also on the rise. For example, in Tallaght West, families consisting 
of lone parents with children aged under 15 rose from a quarter to a half of all families between 1991 and 2006. On 
top of that, the area was an extreme case of another unfortunate but common feature of large rapidly built social 
housing neighbourhoods – families moved in and took up took up residence before an adequate infrastructure of social 
and commercial services was established. 
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Success of Tallaght West

Yet, out of these ostensibly unfavourable origins, the CDI Housing Policy 
Report shows that a stable, vibrant, expanding and upwardly mobile urban 
community soon emerged. Tallaght West, like many city districts, continues 
to have its problems and, as the report makes clear, it is no urban paradise. 
For example, although the majority of residents say that they personally feel 
safe in their homes and neighbourhoods, large majorities also report that 
crime and anti-social behaviour are problems in the area. Nevertheless, most 
indicators of current patterns and of trends over time are positive. Concerns 
about crime have declined over the years and surveys of residents show that 
two out of three adults now regard Tallaght West as a good place to live. 
Among young people positive attitudes are even more common, with three 
out of four regarding it as a good place to live. In a survey in 2016, three-
quarters of respondents judged Tallaght West to be a good place to rear 
children. Trends in house prices and residential rents, in vacancy levels for 
social housing, and in duration of residence among householders show that 
demand to live in the area is strong and rising. 

The central message of the report is that an upward spiral of growth, social 
diversification and strengthening of community ties has occurred in Tallaght 
West over the past 35 years. That upward trajectory has caused it to evolve 
beyond its single-tenure origins and become a large, successful, mixed 
residential district that, despite shortcomings, is now well integrated into the 
surrounding urban fabric. 

An important element of this positive story is that while local authorities 
pioneered the development of housing in the area, private developers soon 
followed and filled the many remaining undeveloped spaces with housing 
for owner-occupiers and private renters. One effect was a steady growth in 
population that has continued up to the present. By 1991, when the local 
authority contribution to housing in Tallaght West was long completed, 
population stood at 16,700. The influx of private housing which was getting 
underway at that point increased to such a degree that, as the report shows, 
population almost doubled over the next 25 years, rising to 30,000 by 2016. 
The number of households almost tripled in the same period, reflecting the 
fall in family size and the growing number of small non-family households. 

A transformation of tenure profile was part of this evolution. Owner 
occupation had scarcely existed in the area in the mid-1980s but by 2002 
it had grown to just over half of all housing. Since then, private renting has 
been the main growth tenure. Tenant purchase of local authority dwellings 
has helped this process and brought tenure diversity into the original socially 
rented housing. However, in contrast to older local authority housing 
districts, that effect was relatively small in Tallaght West because the era 
of generous state support for tenant purchase had come to an end before 
many residents in the area could benefit (the fiscal crisis of the late 1980s 
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being the catalyst for the change in policy). According to the 1994 CODAN 
report, the share of local authority dwellings that were being bought by 
tenants in 1994 was 8% in Brookfield, 16% in Fettercairn, 19% in Killinarden 
and 13% in Jobstown, shares that are unlikely to have grown much since 
then. Nevertheless, despite the unusually low level of tenant purchase, 
Tallaght West as a whole quickly evolved into what housing planners now 
hold up as a social ideal – a balanced mix of housing tenures with social 
housing in a minority position.

A diversification of the social class profile has emerged as well. This report 
shows that the share of managers and professionals in the adult population 
has grown from 6 per cent in 1991 to 20 per cent in 2016, and the share 
of those with higher education has grown from 3 per cent to 21 per cent. 
At the other end of the scale, those with primary education or less have 
declined from 40 per cent of the population to 17 per cent. Tallaght West 
is still more weighted towards the working class and the less educated than 
the average for Dublin as a whole, but it is now far from the single-class 
housing district that it was when it was first developed 35 years ago.

No more Tallaght Wests 

Today, as the government struggles to cope with a housing shortage, the 
model of social housing which Tallaght West represented has long gone 
off the agenda. This is so in part because the state has sharply reduced its 
direct role in social housing provision: in the whole of Ireland in 2017, local 
authorities built 780 dwellings, fewer than were built each year in Tallaght 
West alone in the early 1980s. The turn away from suburban sprawl and the 
drive to increase housing densities through brownfield or infill development 
in existing low to medium density urban neighbourhoods also mean that 
low-density greenfield expansion of the Tallaght West type is now not an 
option. 

In addition, however, there is a perception that the scale and single-tenure 
character of the housing model that Tallaght West represented were flaws 
with such bad social effects that the model should not be repeated. These 
features were said to have created large pockets of urban social deprivation 
which worsened social segregation and made it difficult to create stable 
communities. Certainly Tallaght West had its share of difficulties, with 
drug use “joy riding” and gang related crime all having featured heavily in 
different periods over the decades. Many social ills in urban Ireland over the 
past forty years have been blamed on the harmful effects that this model 
of social housing is said to have had. A few heavily publicised instances 
of failure of large local authority housing estates and of hugely expensive 
attempts to regenerate them, such as those that occurred in Ballymun in 
Dublin and Moyross in Limerick, has contributed to this line of thinking.

In consequence, housing policy today has adopted a different approach, 
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namely, a mixed-tenure model where social housing is pepper-potted in 
small quantities through developments of private housing, both rented 
and owner-occupied. As sketched out in the national housing strategy, 
Rebuilding Ireland (2016), the government plans to promote this model 
by using the extensive undeveloped urban building land held by local 
authorities to attract the interest of private developers and entice them into 
public-private partnerships which will provide the desired mix of socially 
rented, private rented and owner-occupied housing (Rebuilding Ireland, pp. 
50-51). 

The promise of socially mixed development which this model holds out has 
its attractions, but it comes at a cost as far as the traditional objectives of 
social housing are concerned. It diverts a large proportion of publicly-owned 
land for housing development into the private market, producing housing 
that is out of the financial reach of low-income households even if physically 
close by. The joint public-private approach which mixed development entails 
is also administratively complex to deliver and constrains the pace of social 
housing output. And its view of small numbers as a virtue in the design of 
social housing clusters mean not just that tracts of social housing on the 
Tallaght West scale (4,000+ units) are now out of the question, but that 
even 400 social units will rarely be built together. It is not yet clear what 
the eventual scale of social housing clusters under the current approach 
will be, but 40 units are a more likely order of magnitude than even 100, 
not to mention 400. This means that it will take multiple developments 
of mixed housing, extending over many years of negotiation, design and 
construction, to achieve the social housing output that was built with speed 
and economies of scale in Tallaght West in the early 1980s. 

Lessons from Tallaght West

It is against the background of this loss of faith in the large-scale social 
housing model of the past and the turn to the constrained and possibly 
low-yield social housing model in favour today that a re-visiting and re-
evaluation of the old model is needed. The story of Tallaght West told in 
this report provides outstanding evidence for such re-evaluation. It shows 
how misleading the negative perceptions of the classic model can be and 
confirms how robust a foundation for urban community development that 
model provided. As a social housing development that was four times the 
size of Moyross and twice as big as Ballymun, Tallaght West was at the 
extreme end of the spectrum as far as large scale and concentration patterns 
were concerned, its style of urban design was uninspired, and in the early 
days its housing provision out-ran the development of social and commercial 
support services. And on top of that was the economic recession which hit 
the neighbourhood just as the new residents were settling in. Yet the initial 
large tract of social housing built in the area acted not as an engine of social 
segregation, social deprivation and community instability but as the first 
step in what turned out to be the long-term upward trajectory of suburban 
development described in this report. 
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We should not be surprised that this is the story that Tallaght West tells since 
it simply repeats a story told many times before. In Dublin, early applications 
of the classic social housing model, as in inner-suburban neighbourhoods 
like Crumlin, Cabra and Donnycarney, have so successfully merged into the 
fabric of the city that their origins as large social housing developments has 
long since faded from memory. Somewhat later developments on a similar 
scale in places like Ballyfermot and Finglas have steadily evolved in the same 
direction. All these individual developments had their own features, and 
in the earlier instances of the model, privatising of social housing through 
tenant purchase may have played a larger role in the social diversification 
of neighbourhoods than it did in Tallaght West. In certain cases, failures 
occurred, and even in those instances where vulnerabilities were overcome 
and forward momentum took hold, better planning and better management 
of a balanced development process would have made life easier for 
residents. 

Yet, the overall record of the classic model of social housing provision is of 
success and contribution to social progress. In accounting for that success, 
two important features of the classic model were vital and gave it underlying 
strength. One was the interlocking trinity of benefits that local authority 
housing provided to those who lived in it, namely, reasonable quality of 
accommodation, low rents (thanks to the differential rent scheme) and 
complete security of tenure (thanks to open-ended tenancies which could 
last a lifetime and even be passed to the next generation). This trinity of 
benefits provided the foundation for the secure long-term family housing 
that was the essential for both personal wellbeing and effective urban 
community development in local authority housing areas. The second 
positive feature was the sheer volume of housing output which the classic 
model allowed. From the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s, local authorities 
provided between a quarter and a third of new dwellings. It provided a 
pathway into housing for the majority of the annual volume of new families 
being formed in the bottom 30% so or so of the income distribution. 

These are the strengths of the classic model that are now underappreciated 
and that need to be recovered by housing policy in order to frame an 
adequate response to the current housing crisis. When we think of that crisis 
what first comes to mind is the ballooning of the number homeless (now 
up to 10,000 persons) but we also need to think of the expanding numbers 
in private rental tenure. Householders in private renting have grown from 
82,000 in 1991 to 309,000 in 2016 and have doubled from about one in 
ten to one in five of all householders. Growth has been especially large 
among those aged in their early 30s, the age-group most likely to be 
in the early stages of family formation. For many of these, the trinity of 
benefits of traditional social housing is either wholly missing or only partly 
realised: quality of private rented accommodation is mixed, rents are likely 
to be oppressively high and there is no long-term security of tenure. Rising 
regulatory standards for private rented housing may succeed in eliminating 
poor quality accommodation in time, and the Housing Assistance Payment 
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(HAP) undoubtedly eases rent pressures for low income private renters. But 
there is no relief from rent costs for those above the income thresholds for 
HAP – they face a lifetime of high, unpredictable and possibly rising rent 
costs. Nor is there any prospect of extended security of tenure, given that 
there is as yet no secure legal foundation for long-term (much less lifetime) 
leases in the private residential tenancies. These are critical weaknesses 
which limit the potential for private rented accommodation to provide the 
foundation for either family wellbeing or urban community development 
that large-scale local authority housing provided in the past.

The message for government that comes from this report, then, is that 
housing policy should recover its faith in the contribution that public rental 
housing can make to housing Ireland’s expanding population and should 
accept that a large volume of output is needed to realise its potential. 
Neither the very large scale nor the low-density design features of the 
Tallaght West version of the classic model are essential to its core character 
– smaller, better designed and better serviced versions of the model might 
work better and might be more suited to the higher densities and infill 
developments that are required today. But the presence of very large scale, 
mediocre design and delayed development of services in the Tallaght West 
case nevertheless show how robust the model was. Its vulnerabilities were 
not at all as inimical to its success as they are often thought to be and give 
scope for housing policy to be more ambitious and dramatically scale up 
the contribution that social housing can make to current provision. The 
core features of the classic model is the mix of good basic accommodation, 
affordable rents and strong security of tenure. In the circumstances facing 
housing policy today, these essential features can be provided for low to 
moderate income households only by way of a large programme of public 
housing. 
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