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C
ornerStone was first published by the 
Homeless Agency in January 1999 
and continued until April 2011, with 
a total of 44 issues. Simon was the 
editor throughout. CornerStone was a 

magazine about housing and homelessness. 
Its aim, according to Simon himself, was to 
‘get people thinking, raise awareness about 
new initiatives, act as a source of reference 
about housing and homelessness issues, and 
contribute to the policy debate’. In short, the 
goal was to provide information and rattle 
the cage in equal measure. And CornerStone 
certainly achieved that. 

Simon died on 26 November 2019. As 
you read through this magazine, you will see 
the huge impact he had on others. Simon was 
loved by many and liked by all. Simon was so 
knowledgeable and so supportive of colleagues. 
He was visionary, and he also had an eye to 
practical implementation. He wanted to make 
a real difference to people’s lives and to their 
quality of life – and housing was the means  
to do so. He was very human and humane.  
All of this with a smile, a coffee or glass of 
wine in hand (depending on the time of day) 
and a quick-witted bit of humour. 

We start with some tributes from his family – 
his wife, Anna, and son, Conall. Mary Higgins and 
Professor Michelle Norris then tell us about the 
impact Simon had on housing and homelessness, 
as well as his impact as a friend and colleague. 
Everyone who was asked to contribute to this 
edition of CornerStone was happy to do so, and 
the depth and range of Simon’s influence can be 
seen from the tributes that follow. 

We hear about topics close to Simon’s 
heart. First, homelessness in the time of 
Covid – and then the long-term impact of the 
policy review that he undertook while at the 
Policy Institute in Trinity College Dublin. We 

also learn about the next generation of AHB 
regulation, which he would have followed 
with great interest. We consider Simon’s 
contribution to Clúid, and we gain valuable 
insights from across that organisation.

One of the last projects Simon worked on 
was to do with apartment living – and in this 
edition of CornerStone, we hear from David 
Rouse about that report and the impact it is 
having. Simon had a keen interest in how we 
might better finance social housing, and John 
Hannigan from Circle tells us about Simon’s 
impact there. We also explore one of Simon’s 
favourite subjects – cost rental. Niamh Randall 
from Respond gives us an update on how one of 
the first cost rental projects is progressing. To 
complement this, we publish Sinéad Gaughan’s 
wonderful essay on the subject, which won the 
Simon Brooke Award.

One of the CornerStone traditions was 
its interesting back page, which featured an 
interview with a housing ‘celebrity’. Anyone who 
had the pleasure and honour of knowing Simon 
will agree that he often had the last word. And 
so this is what we give to Simon now, as we 
reprint his own interview from the last edition. 

It has been a real pleasure to collaborate 
with so many colleagues to bring this edition 
together. I would particularly like to thank 
Anna and Conall for their help, and Mary 
Higgins for her support. Mark Loughran, 
Emma Farrell and Sharon Casey helped me to 
get it finished. Thank you all. 

I hope you enjoy reading the magazine, 
that you learn something new, and that it 
makes you think about what you can do to 
improve the lives of others. 

Go spreaga a chuimhne sinn.  
May his memory inspire us.

David Silke

Simon Brooke: a tribute
Welcome to this special edition of CornerStone magazine –  
a tribute to its former editor, Simon Brooke

He was visionary, and he also had an eye to practical implementation. 
He wanted to make a real difference to people’s lives and to their 
quality of life – and housing was the means to do so.



C O R N E R S T O N E  ·  M A Y  2 0 2 1 1

contents ISSUE 45

MAY 2021 

2 12 16
 2 Personal commitments

Anna Heussaff, Simon’s wife, tells us 
about his early work in housing and social 
justice and how she and Simon met

 4 Bright ideas
Conall Heussaff recalls his dad’s early 
editorial influence

 5 Sadly missed
Mary Higgins, former Director of the 
Homeless Agency, recalls Simon’s role  
as Editor of CornerStone

 6 Social justice achiever:  
a tribute to Simon Brooke
Professor Michelle Norris, School of Social 
Policy, Social Work and Social Justice, UCD

 8 Tributes Darragh O’Brien, Eoin Ó Broin,  
Brian Harvey, Eithne Fitzgerald, Karen Murphy, 
John O’Connor, Eoghan Murphy,  
Jan O’Sullivan, and Mark Loughran 

 12 Simon was an early champion of  
Housing First
Bob Jordan, National Director of Housing First

 14 Homeless services during Covid-19:  
we work better together
Mary Hayes, Director, Dublin Region  
Homeless Executive

 16 Simon’s 2001 Blue Paper,  
Social Housing for the Future,  
set in a European context
David Mullins, Mary Lee Rhodes and 
Gerard van Bortel on Simon’s contribution 
to building a modern housing association 
sector in Ireland

 22 Approved Housing Bodies  
Regulatory Authority
Susanna Lyons, CEO, Approved Housing 
Bodies Regulatory Authority

 25 Clúid Housing tributes
We consider Simon’s contribution, and we  
gain valuable insights from across Clúid

 32 Simon’s distinguished contribution to 
scholarship and teaching
Eoin O’Sullivan, Professor in Social Policy, 
School of Social Work and Social Policy, TCD

 33 Social housing finance through  
the last three decades
John Hannigan, CEO, Circle Voluntary 
Housing Association

 34 Owners’ management companies  
and sustainable apartment living
David Rouse and David Silke,  
The Housing Agency

 36 Affordable cost rental –  
a new departure
Niamh Randall, Head of Advocacy  
and Communications, Respond

 38 Simon Brooke Award 2021:  
The importance of international 
exchange of best practice and policy  
in social and affordable housing
Sinéad Gaughan, Researcher/Analyst,  
DCC Housing Observatory

 44 Photo montage

 46 CornerStone Questionnaire
Simon Brooke, from April 2011



C O R N E R S T O N E  ·  M A Y  2 0 2 12

S
imon’s first experience of working with 
homeless people combined the buzz 
of living on the edge, the idealism 
of challenging prejudice and deep 
inequality, and a lesson he never forgot 

on why night shelters in decrepit buildings can 
do more harm than good. 

After his Engineering finals in summer 
1975, Simon saw a poster for full-time 
volunteers in a shelter run by a campaign group 
in Cambridge, the Cyrenians, in a former pub 
slated for demolition. Workers and residents 
shared the same bare dormitories; conflicts 
flared between heavy drinkers and other 
homeless people; and fire hazards almost had 
the place up in flames more than once. ‘It was 
a dangerous kip,’ according to Simon, who 
felt inspired by the cause but left after three 
months. He had a paid job to go to because 
his degree had been a ‘sandwich course’ 
requiring him to work for a large company, 
GEC, before and after his studies. He soon 

became dissatisfied at GEC, however, and 
returned to Cambridge Cyrenians in autumn 
1976 to spend a happy year in a newly opened 
and rather safer house for 11 residents and 
three volunteers. After a further year gaining a 
Diploma in Social Administration at the London 
School of Economics, he was set for a working 
life committed to good housing for everyone. 

Simon enjoyed his first job at a housing 
advice centre in London, but was more 
excited by the possibilities for wider change in 
his second job, as a community development 
worker in Tower Hamlets Law Centre. This 
was in an East End borough run by Labour 
for decades, where 80% of people lived in 
social housing. It was no paradise, however: 
too many councillors and officials had become 
complacent and reactionary; and Simon 
worked with tenants’ associations trying to 
get basic rights to maintenance and repairs. 
He learned to speak some Bengali, the first 
language of many tenants. He also learned 

Anna Heussaff, Simon’s wife, tells us about his early work  
in housing and social justice and how she and Simon met

Simon, Conall and Anna in 
2015, at the launch of her third 
crime novel Scáil an Phríosúin

Personal commitments
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that working in a collective – managed jointly 
by solicitors, campaign workers and admin 
staff who were all on the same pay scale – 
was not always harmonious. 

In 1984 a resident of a notorious, privately 
owned hostel called Princes Lodge came to 
the Law Centre for help. Conditions were filthy 
and grossly overcrowded but the Thatcher 
government was paying the millionaire owner 
to house 500 people, including refugees 
from Vietnam known as ‘the boat people’ and 
others with young families. Complaints led to 
instant eviction and yet the council resisted 
intervening. Simon got other organisations 
involved and, fortuitously, homelessness 
campaigner Nick Beacock had been approached 
for a story by the famous investigative journalist 
John Pilger. The Law Centre smuggled two 
environmental health officers into the building 
and their shocking accounts, along with those of 
brave residents, became front-page news in the 
Daily Mirror. After delays and much pressure, 
Tower Hamlets council finally closed the 
place down and the GLC – the Greater London 
Council, then led by Ken Livingstone – agreed 
to rehouse the residents.

In 1986, Simon went to work directly 
with Nick Beacock, by then a close friend, 
in Campaign for Bedsit Rights (CBR), which 
was founded to end the tragedy of far too 
many preventable fire deaths in the private 
rented sector. CBR gave support and training 
to a network of local groups across Britain to 
pressurise their councils to inspect properties 
and enforce standards; and CBR’s persistent 
lobbying of MPs later led to mandatory licensing 
of Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs). 

Simon was also active on the board of 
National Cyrenians, promoting (of course) a 

policy of minimum standards in local projects 
for homeless people. I first met him when I 
became one of their regional organisers – and 
coincidentally, I had been a full-time volunteer 
in the same Cambridge house in which he 
had worked earlier. Eventually I moved back 
to Dublin and Simon joined me in 1989. 
Here, he swapped paid employment for a 
period of creative writing and had two radio 
plays broadcast on RTÉ. His first housing job 
in Ireland was strictly personal, renovating 
our Victorian home and making a lot of the 
furniture! Luckily, he’d done most of it by 
1994, when our son, Conall, arrived.

By then Simon was working for Focuspoint 
(now Focus Ireland) and in 1999 he became 
editor of CornerStone. Twenty years of varied 
work later, he was well-known and influential in 
housing circles in Ireland and had taken Irish 
citizenship. His hopes after retirement in 2019 
included media appearances as an independent 
commentator, fuller involvement at a European 
level and time for his many, many non-housing 
interests. Instead, the cancer he got took 
him from us by year’s end, to our deep and 
enduring loss. We talked a lot about his life’s 
work during his hospice weeks and he was 
consistently modest about his achievements. 
He certainly would have been amazed and very 
moved indeed to be honoured by this wonderful 
special tribute edition of CornerStone.

Simon was also active on the board of National Cyrenians, promoting 
(of course) a policy of minimum standards in local projects for 
homeless people. I first met him when I became one of their regional 
organisers – and coincidentally, I had been a full-time volunteer in 
the same Cambridge house in which he had worked earlier.

Simon always said he found it hard to learn a 
new language. That didn’t stop him making the 
effort with Bengali, not only as a courtesy to 
Bangladeshi tenants he worked with but because 
many of the women especially had not had the 
opportunity to learn English. He learned Irish 
because it was an important part of my life 
and my habitual language with Conall. Several 
courses later, he was still swearing at his class 
notes when he got them out on a wet Sunday 
afternoon. But we spoke some Irish at home 
most days – and joked in it – and he succeeded 
in reading one of my books, Cúpla Focal, a 
quirky novella in which love breaks out in a 
conversation class for adults. 

Clúid was not called Clúid in its early years, 
but St Pancras – the name of the housing 
association in England invited to set up in Ireland 
in 1994. However, as Simon recounted at his 
retirement party, this sometimes became ‘St 
Pancreas’ in the speeches of a certain well-known 
politician, and for that and other reasons, the 
board decided to find a new name in Irish. Simon 
asked me for suggestions, preferably short, easy 
to pronounce and with a fada to mark it as Irish – 
and Clúid emerged as the favourite. It means ‘the 
seat beside the fire’, the cosy nook by the chimney 
in traditional houses, and so it conveys comfort, 
dignity and protection, all of which are essential, 
of course, to a great place to live for all.
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I
remember CornerStone as a stack of 
magazines in Simon’s working-from-home 
office in our front room. As a teenager, 
it seemed strange to me that he worked 
from home and I certainly didn’t expect it 

to become the norm, as it has in our present 
world. Unsurprisingly, housing magazines were 
not among my main interests at the time, but 
I do recollect thinking that the role of editor 
was quite cool. Fast-forward a few years, and 
I, along with a few friends, started an arts and 
culture magazine called FAC. Eventually I took 
over as editor, something I continue to do in 
my spare time.

It might be nice to say for the purposes 
of this piece that myself and Simon often 
discussed the ins and outs of magazine 
editing, but I can’t honestly claim this is 
true. Nevertheless, I do believe there are 
more than a few factors that led to both of 
us performing this role.

Simon instilled in me a passion for 
exploring the world of ideas. Some of my 
fondest memories are of him introducing 
all sorts of exciting concepts to me, like 
using other cars on the motorway to explain 
Einstein’s theory of special relativity. 
Another time, I was preparing for an exam 

(in what used to be his CornerStone office), 
when Simon launched into a discussion 
investigating the physical basis for personal 
identity through a thought-experiment 
involving a lightning strike and a swamp. 
Over the years, our conversations went into 
everything from: sensible economics, to the 
value of travel; the joys of cooking, to the Irish 
education system; the appropriate time in 
life to begin gardening, to the opportunity for 
positive change arising from the climate crisis; 
and the corruption but necessity of politics, to 
the immense risks and benefits offered by the 
prospect of artificial intelligence. Of course, as 
I got older and started to think about renting 
or even one day owning a home, I began 
to seek his wisdom on housing too, which 
eventually formed the basis for one of my first 
articles in FAC magazine.

Simon was not only interested in ideas. 
He was also an excellent communicator of 
ideas. This clarity of thought and attention 
to the right words to express them influenced 
me deeply. Dinner table debates left me with 
a satisfying sense of comprehension, not only 
when Simon was the expert but also when 
I was introducing the topic. I believe his 
communication skills were enhanced by his 
extraordinary ability to listen, to offer his full 
and undivided attention to whoever he was 
talking to. These wonderful traits have shaped 
who I am as a person, all for the better.

They also happen to be useful when 
editing magazines.

Bright ideas

Conall Heussaff 
recalls his dad’s 
early editorial 
influence

Simon was not only interested in ideas. He was  
also an excellent communicator of ideas.

Above: Simon and Conall 
in April 2018, during a 
trip to Florence
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I
n thinking about Simon, I was reminded 
of the first time that I met him. It was in 
1989 on a train from the airport to Paris 
city centre, where by a strange coincidence 
Brian Harvey and I happened to bump 

into him and Anna (Brian knew Anna from 
the Simon Community). We were heading 
to an international conference organised by 
FEANTSA. Simon and Anna had other plans.

CornerStone began its life, around 1998, 
as a newsletter of the Homeless Initiative. It 
was aimed at ensuring that the Initiative was 
accountable and transparent in its operation and 
that all stakeholders had access to information 
about what was going on – and there was a lot 
going on at the time in terms of new research, 
working groups and planning the future. By this 
time, Simon had settled in Dublin, worked in 
Focus Ireland and become a consultant – and 
when it was decided that CornerStone needed 
an editor, he agreed to take up the role. 

Simon was a perfect fit in so many ways: his 
knowledge of housing and homelessness and 
of the sector, his sharp mind, his writing and 
editing skills, his strong relationships across 
the sector, his capacity to translate ideas into 
practice, and his vision of what CornerStone 

could be. Simon was very easy to work 
with and he added value to everything 
we did. He took that newsletter and 
worked real magic on it, transforming it 
(with the help of Mark Loughran from 
Identikit) from a low-level, small-time 
newsletter into a real magazine that 
went from strength to strength in terms 
of content and appearance.

Simon had a strong focus on 
examining an issue from all perspectives 
– policymakers, service managers and 
front line providers, and service users – 
and on international practice and what 
could be usefully learned from it.

A dream consultant in many ways, 
Simon could understand what you were 
looking for – he reflected and quickly 
added to the content and analysis. He was 
very thoughtful. I can still see him now, 
in his red tie and tweed jacket, taking a 
breath, stroking his beard and pausing 
before he gave his reaction and (inevitably 
deep) insights in response to something 
I’d said. Serious as he was, he was also 
good fun. He was full of mischief and 
loved a good gossip. Sadly missed.

Sadly missed
Mary Higgins, former Director of the Homeless Agency, 
recalls Simon’s role as Editor of CornerStone 

Mary Higgins with  
Renee Steinhagen of the 
USA National Coalition for 
the Homeless at a FEANTSA 
conference, Paris 1989

You can view issues of 
CornerStone at  
www.homelessdublin.ie  
Type ‘CornerStone’ in  
the search bar. 
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I 
knew Simon as a dear friend and also 
as a collaborator on the many research 
projects, conferences and strategies 
on social housing and homelessness in 
Ireland on which we worked together 

over the last 20 years. I would like to take 
this opportunity to celebrate his very full life 
and to reflect on the enormous contribution 
he made to providing social housing and 
combatting homelessness in Ireland.

This contribution was enabled by Simon’s 
razor-sharp intellect, fun, kind and engaging 
personality, openness to new ideas, fierce work 
ethic and burning commitment to achieving 
social justice for people who cannot access 
secure, affordable housing. However, unlike 
most other people, Simon didn’t just moan 
to his friends and family about the social 
problems he was concerned about, or campaign 
for politicians to solve these problems. Simon 
worked to try and solve the problems himself. 

He researched and thought about the causes 
of housing problems in Ireland, he identified 
practical, viable solutions to these problems 
and worked to implement these solutions in 
practice. Simon was more than a social justice 
advocate; he was also a social justice achiever.

When I first met Simon, he had recently left 
Focus Ireland to take up a visiting fellowship 
at the Policy Institute in Trinity College Dublin. 
The result was Social Housing for the Future: 
Can Housing Associations Meet the Challenge?, 
which was published in 2001. In this paper, 
Simon argued that the housing association 
sector should be a major provider of social 
housing in Ireland. He made this argument on 
the grounds that, compared to local authorities, 
single-purpose social landlords were more 
efficient, more likely to be able to provide 
specialist support services to tenants, and less 
likely to be subject to political interference. 
This was one of the first times this case had 

Social justice achiever:  
a tribute to Simon Brooke

Top: Michelle and Simon at 
a Housing Agency seminar in 
Dublin Castle, October 2017

Professor Michelle Norris, School of Social Policy,  
Social Work and Social Justice, University College Dublin
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been made in Ireland, and nobody has bettered 
the arguments he put forward since then.

For the decade after this, Simon worked 
as an independent housing and social policy 
consultant and also as editor of CornerStone. 
During this time, he produced superb research 
work on services for homeless people, on social 
housing and on mortgage arrears. He honed 
his thinking on how to meet housing needs of 
low-income people in Ireland and published 
inspiring articles in CornerStone which set out 
his concerns and ideas. He also debated these 
ideas with his students in Trinity, where he 
worked part-time as an assistant professor in 
housing policy. He also devoted enormous time, 
on a voluntary basis, to building Clúid Housing 
Association. Together with Brian O’Gorman 
(Clúid’s CEO) and Adrian Norridge (Clúid’s 
founding chair), Simon worked tirelessly to 
develop Clúid from a tiny start-up to Ireland’s 
largest housing association, which now provides 
housing for over 17,000 people. 

Simon’s vision for the housing association 
sector was that it should provide a professional, 
well-run, innovative service. He hated the term 
‘voluntary sector’ (which was commonly used 
to describe housing associations in Ireland 
until recently) because to him it suggested that 
the sector was an amateur one that provided 
housing as a form of charity rather than a 
right to which people are entitled. He was 
passionately committed to providing homes for 
people who needed them.

In 2012 Simon joined the staff of Clúid as 
Head of Policy. In this role, he helped to guide 
Clúid through challenging times as the country 
emerged from the economic crash, funding of 
housing associations was radically reformed, 
and levels of homelessness and social housing 
need soared. Simon also worked to guide the 
wider housing association sector by helping to 
set up a collaboration of Ireland’s six largest 
housing associations, creating the Housing 
Alliance and chairing its policy committee.

When someone who has made a really 
important contribution to our 
society passes away it is traditional 
to say: Ní bheidh a leithéid arís 
ann – We will never see his like 
again. I hope that isn’t true in 
Simon’s case, because we could 
do with many more people like 
him. We are lucky that Simon 
chose to make Ireland his home 
and to devote his career to 
achieving social housing justice.  
I am very sorry that he was taken 
from us so early, because I know 
he had so much more to give and 
because I will miss him dreadfully 
and I know that his many, many 
friends in the social housing sector 
will miss him too. 

Simon worked to try and 
solve the problems himself. 
He researched and thought 
about the causes of housing 
problems in Ireland, he 
identified practical, viable 
solutions to these problems 
and worked to implement 
these solutions in practice. 
Simon was more than a social 
justice advocate; he was also 
a social justice achiever.

Below: Research jointly 
undertaken by Simon and 
Michelle on Mortgage Arrears, 
published in September 2011
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A true thought-leader in the housing sector
Darragh O’Brien, TD and Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage

Herding cats
Brian Harvey, long-term member of the CornerStone Editorial Advisory Group

I 
feel privileged to have been asked to write 
a tribute to Simon Brooke for this edition of 
CornerStone. He was a true thought-leader 
in the housing sector, driven on by a sense 
of public spirit and commitment to real 

solutions. In his various roles over the decades, 
he brought an intellectual rigour to bear on 
housing problems. He provided an insightful 
voice to guide policy discussions, and I personally 
found him to be always generous with his time 
and ideas to those of all parties and none who 
sought his assistance. Given his invaluable and 
innovative role in advocating for them, I’m sure 

he would have felt a sense of encouragement to 
see the first cost rental units being rolled out in 
2021 through AHBs such as Clúid, and he would 
have urged us to get on with it. 

I think everyone in housing policy circles 
who crossed paths with Simon has missed 
his learned company over the past year. Our 
national conversation on our most pressing 
issue is all the poorer for his passing. I hope 
his friends and family – particularly his wife, 
Anna, and son, Conall – take solace and pride 
from his immense and enduring contribution 
to Irish life.

P
roducing a magazine on homelessness 
might look easy – but it’s not. To start 
with, it is a challenging subject, since 
homelessness represents a terrible 
failure by our society. The editor must 

sympathise with people in desperate housing 
need, and must understand the subject, the 
organisations working in the field and how our 
political/administrative system works – or fails. 
That editor must strike the right balance of 
news, opinion, information, praise, criticism 

and provocation. The editor must reach out to 
a range of potential writers – frontline staff, 
politicians, administrators, practitioners, 
voluntary sector activists – and then cajole 
them into delivering text on time, a task once 
compared to ‘herding cats’. The editor must 
write too, decide layout and illustrations, 
build a readership and present an attractive, 
readable, accessible magazine, published 
regularly. Simon Brooke had the skills, passion 
and conviction to do all this, with brilliance.

Always thinking beyond the limits of what was 
considered possible
Eoin Ó Broin, TD and Sinn Féin spokesperson on Housing

S
ome years ago I was talking to a senior 
figure in the homeless services sector. 
We were discussing the formation of 
our future fantasy Government. The 
talk turned to possible advisors to 

a future Minister for Housing. Without even 
hesitating, both of us declared for Simon.

His knowledge of housing policy, 
in Ireland and Europe, was broad and 
deep. His passion for public housing was 
matched by his commitment to social 
justice. He was generous with his time, 

focused on solving problems and had an 
ability to work with anyone.

Most importantly, he was always thinking 
beyond the limits of what was considered 
possible, to find new and better ways of 
addressing our long-standing problem of how 
best to provide people with secure, affordable 
and appropriate housing to meet their needs 
and help them flourish.

We are all the poorer for Simon’s passing, 
but we should take inspiration from the 
example he gave.
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One of the most clear-sighted thinkers  
on Irish housing policy
Eithne Fitzgerald, member of CornerStone Editorial Advisory Group  
and former TD and Minister of State

He inspired many of us ... to always seek the best  
for those most excluded and marginalised
Karen Murphy, Director of Policy, Irish Council for Social Housing

S
imon was committed and idealistic, 
hugely knowledgeable, practical 
and solution-focused – and great 
fun. Starting from hands-on work 
in homeless services, he went on to 

deploy his considerable energy and talents 
to the housing association movement, and 
to making a difference at a strategic level. 
As one of the most clear-sighted thinkers on 
Irish housing policy, Simon’s research and 
advocacy have been influential.

Simon was a wonderful teacher and 
communicator. My Trinity students certainly 
benefited from this when Simon stood in for 
my housing classes during my final electoral 

outing, after Bertie had inconsiderately called 
the general election before term was over. As 
editor of CornerStone over a 12-year period, 
Simon produced a very readable, informative 
and wide-ranging magazine. I really enjoyed 
our editorial board meetings, where Simon 
always had an inexhaustible supply of ideas for 
each issue, and where he greatly enlivened our 
adjourned deliberations in Ryan’s afterwards.

It has been hard to realise that such 
a lively, vital presence is gone from us for 
good. Simon, you are sorely missed, by your 
friends, by the housing policy community, 
and most of all by Anna and Conall.  
Ní bheidh a leithéid arís ann.

S
imon Brooke was a passionate advocate 
for social and affordable housing in 
Ireland and he played a major role 
in advancing both the policy agenda 
and the provision of homes for people 

during his lifetime, through his work with Clúid 
Housing and the social housing sector. 

Simon’s contribution to housing and 
social justice spanned decades and he 
dedicated his boundless energy, enthusiasm 
and intellect towards promoting access to 

quality homes for all. Within the Approved 
Housing Body (AHB) sector, Simon played 
a major role in promoting AHBs. Simon was 
mission-driven and he used his considerable 
campaigning skills over his lifetime to help 
others – ensuring affordable access to good-
quality homes was always top of his agenda. 

Simon was a driving force in the social 
housing and homelessness sector. He looked 
to the future always and strived for the best 
for people. He was centrally involved in 
advancing many major policy changes. He 
brought humour and cheer to everything he 
did, and he inspired many of us working in 
housing to always seek the best for those 
most excluded and marginalised.

Through both his work with Clúid 
Housing and as a policy campaigner and 
advocate, Simon’s legacy is inspiring and 
his contribution to a fairer housing system 
will be long lasting.

Clúid Housing’s award-winning  
St Michael’s Road in Longford
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Simon put people first in his approach to housing
Eoghan Murphy, former TD and Minister for Housing,  
Planning and Local Government

Simon was immersed in finding ways to  
improve lives in our society
John O’Connor, Chief Executive Officer, The Housing Agency

J
ust a few short days after Simon passed 
away in November 2019, we had the 
opportunity in Dáil Éireann to say 
a few words in praise of him and of 
his lifelong commitment to people in 

housing need. It speaks to the importance 
and impact of his efforts that Deputies 
wanted to make this tribute. Simon put 

people first in his approach to housing. He 
also believed that housing bodies should be 
at the centre of the delivery of social and 
affordable homes, and he was right. His 
compassion and his expertise had a tangible 
impact not just on debate in this country, 
but on the delivery of new, safe and secure 
homes. He is missed.

I
t was always a pleasure to meet Simon. 
He would meet me with a smile – a 
mischievous smile; and a quick-witted 
comment. Simon was immersed in finding 
ways to improve lives in our society. He was 

always totally committed to public housing and 
he worked with great enthusiasm and energy.

When we’d meet at events the 
conversation would quickly turn to 

something to do with housing. Simon was 
an early supporter of cost rental and I can 
still hear him … John, it’s cost rental. They 
don’t understand it – it’s cost rental! Simon 
wanted to ensure it was called ‘cost rental’ 
and not ‘affordable rental’; and he must 
have said it to me more than a dozen times. 
He would even phone me occasionally just 
to say it to me. Well, Simon – you got your 
wish. It is in the programme for government; 
it is in draft legislation now; the first homes 
will be delivered this year – and yes, it is 
called cost rental.

One other striking thing about Simon was 
his sharp sense of humour. No matter how 
frustrated he might get because someone, in 
his opinion, was missing the point, he would 
be able to see the funny side of it. Simon 
would choose his words and get his point 
across in the most articulate way – with a 
smile and that sense of humour. 

I always held Simon in the highest regard, 
for his dedication and expertise; and above all 
for being one of those rare, unique characters 
who worked to create a better life for us all. 
All of us in the housing community miss him. 
He would, without doubt, have a worked-out 
position on Brexit, the Covid pandemic, home 
schooling – and, of course, our approach to 
delivering cost rental homes. 

My thoughts are with his family –  
his wife, Anna, and son, Conall.

Eoghan Murphy, former TD and Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government,  
and John O’Connor, CEO of The Housing Agency, at the Vienna Model Exhibition, 2019
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His leadership and work have left a legacy
Jan O’Sullivan, Former Minister of State for Housing and Planning

Memorable years with Simon and CornerStone
Mark Loughran, Identikit Design, graphic designer for CornerStone

S
imon Brooke was an inspiring man 
who believed passionately in the right 
of everyone to live in a decent and 
affordable home. He made a huge 
contribution to housing policy and 

practice in Ireland. I was lucky enough to 
work closely with Simon during my time as 
Minister of State for Housing and Planning.

Simon didn’t just lead innovation 
in Clúid, he led debate and research 
on how we, in Ireland, could learn from 
other countries and, in particular, how 
the voluntary housing sector could make 
a much greater contribution to providing 
social and affordable housing. 

It was always a joy to meet Simon 
and I know his leadership and work have 
left a legacy that will advance the goal of 
providing sustainable and socially integrated 
homes for all our population.

I 
worked with Simon for many memorable 
years, from when he was in Focus Point, 
in 1996, and then on CornerStone from 
2000 to 2008. He was always a pleasure 
to work for, as he knew how to have fun, 

while still getting the job done. His impressive 
knowledge of housing and homelessness 
was complemented by his ability to explain 

difficult topics 
in an accessible 
and engaging way. 
He wasn’t afraid 
to rock the boat, 
but it was never 
for the sake of 
controversy, and 
he never alienated 
someone who could 
be an ally in the 
cause of helping 
people who are 

marginalised. It would be impossible to count 
the huge number of people whose lives have 
been transformed by his work for the many 
different organisations he helped.

I believe that Simon wanted CornerStone 
to continue, as he mentioned that in his 
‘Note from the Editor’ in the last issue 
of the magazine in April 2011. Simon 
wrote: ‘There’s no shortage of material for 
CornerStone, and I am convinced that there 
is both a demand and a need for a magazine 
about housing and homelessness in Ireland, 
that will get people thinking, raise awareness 
about new initiatives, act as a source of 
reference about housing and homelessness 
issues, and contribute to the policy debate.

Well, that’s what CornerStone has tried to 
do! So I very much hope that CornerStone’s 
demise will be temporary, and followed by the 
emergence of a new journal that will ensure 
that the debate continues.’

Former Minister of State for Housing and Planning, Jan O’Sullivan,  
researcher Conor Farrell and Simon Brooke

Simon at the launch of 
his report for St Dominic’s 
Housing Association, in 
January 2011, with  
Mark Loughran
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M
y fondest memory of Simon Brooke  
is a balmy lunch in the 
Harbourmaster Bar in the Docklands 
when I was working for the then 
Minister for Housing, Simon 

Coveney, next door in the Custom House – and 
when I was in serious need of wise counsel due 
to the pressures of the day. It was reassuring 
to be greeted by that chocolatey voice with 
the promise of mischief, and I’m pretty sure a 
pint of Guinness was involved. It was followed 
up by supportive text messages from Simon, 
which are saved on my phone to this day.

Simon was a big fan of ‘extremely 
expensive’ longitudinal research, which 

necessitates following people over a prolonged 
period and which can conclusively prove 
whether policies actually work or not. He was 
an early champion of the evidence-based 
Housing First model in Ireland, which involves 
housing people who are homeless directly 
from the street – with no preconditions around 
sobriety or accepting mental health treatment 
– and following this up with round-the-clock 
services delivered directly to the person’s home.

One of the many things that Housing First 
founder Dr Sam Tsemberis and the Pathways 
to Housing organisation got right from the 
outset was to initiate Randomised Controlled 
Trials (RCTs), the gold standard of evidence 

Bob Jordan, National Director of Housing First

Simon was  
an early champion  

of Housing First
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and the kind of scrutiny that homeless 
policies are rarely subjected to. Researchers 
took to the streets of New York to randomly 
assign people regarded as the most difficult 
homeless cases, people who had spent years 
sleeping rough, to either a ‘treatment as 
usual’ or ‘Housing First’ model of intervention 
and then followed up with them every six 
months for four years. The research showed 
that 85% of Housing First clients stayed 
stably housed, far more than those receiving 
treatment as usual.

This was good enough for Simon, who 
wrote in CornerStone that the evidence 
showed that Housing First was ‘not only a 
good idea, but it works too’. Simon used this 

evidence to challenge many of the sacred 
cows of homelessness in Ireland, in particular 
the transitional housing model of homeless 
service delivery, which held out the promise of 
permanent housing but only after individuals 
had worked through their addiction or mental 
health issues, an impossible ‘ask’ for most. 
When Housing First was piloted in Ireland 
from 2011 to 2014, the evaluation results 
were the same as those in NYC. It is no small 
testament to Simon that a housing-led, Housing 
First approach is Government policy and is 
widely accepted as the right way to resolve 
homelessness in this country. And, although 
there is still a long way to go, we are at least – 
like Simon – following the evidence.

Below: In 2008, Simon headed up an international team of 
researchers to undertake an evaluation of over 50 homeless 
services for the Homeless Agency. Their report detailed 
how the pathways approach of Housing First could be 
implemented. Research included interviews with over 100 
people who had experienced homelessness, carried out by a 
team of five formerly homeless people trained by one of the 
consultants. Among their findings, service users identified 
three main improvements that would make homeless services 
work better: A quicker move into long-term housing; better 
communication between services; and more housing. 

Simon used this evidence to challenge many of the  
sacred cows of homelessness in Ireland
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I 
have recently been appointed Director of 
the Dublin Region Homeless Executive 
(DRHE) and I welcome the opportunity 
to contribute to this special edition of 
CornerStone in memory of the ever good-

humoured and wise Simon Brooke. 
The year 2020 was one that none of us 

will forget. For homeless services, it yielded 
unexpected positives, alongside the many 
challenges that were presented. I have worked 
in this area for 27 years and, while there 
has always been a tradition of cooperation, I 
have never seen services respond with such 
agility and genuine collaborative effort as 
was demonstrated in response to the threat 
of Covid-19. At the outset of the pandemic, 
people who were homeless were rightly 

identified as one of the most vulnerable groups. 
We are now one year on and, through the 
work of many, the Covid-19 infection rate for 
people using homeless services has remained 
well below that of the general population, and 
deaths have been few.

One of the first tasks was to protect the 
most vulnerable. The Clinical Lead, Dr Austin 
O’Carroll, and our HSE counterparts, within a 
matter of days, developed a system to identify 
those most vulnerable among the approximately 
3,000 single adults in emergency 
accommodation. Then 260 shielding beds were 
put in place by the DRHE, with onsite medical 
supports including instant access to substance 
treatment programmes provided through the 
HSE. As well as providing specialist staff, 

Mary Hayes, Director, Dublin Region Homeless Executive 

Homeless services during Covid-19: 
we work better together
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NGOs moved their teams from non-essential 
services to provide onsite supports in the 
shielding facilities. The logistics of providing 
transport, medication and food were managed 
quickly and capably.

The policy and financial supports provided 
by the Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage underpinned the 
ability of the DRHE to source emergency 
accommodation for shielding, self-solation and 
decanting, to convert all accommodation to 
24-hour use, to eliminate large dormitories and 
to provide full food services during the initial 
lockdown. We ceased use of commercial hotels 
in favour of ‘own door’ accommodation options 
where possible. We put a strong focus on safety 
and standards across the range of emergency 
accommodation. The fall in presentations from 
families needing emergency accommodation 
continued and accelerated in the past year; this 

trend has not been mirrored in presentation of 
single adults and that will be a key focus of the 
DRHE’s work in the coming year. 

Across the four Dublin Local Authorities, 
households that were vulnerable because of 
age or underlying conditions were prioritised 
for housing from our own stock and Approved 
Housing Bodies. In the private rented sector, 
new opportunities were mined to the greatest 
possible extent. The Department of Social 
Protection helped us ensure households could 
furnish their new homes with immediate 
financial support. 

I would like to take the opportunity to thank 
all the staff who worked tirelessly during the 
past year. The safety of people experiencing 
homelessness was paramount. Every statutory 
agency and every homeless service provider can 
now fully understand one of Simon’s guiding 
principles: we work better together.

I have worked in this area for 27 years and, 
while there has always been a tradition of 
cooperation, I have never seen services 
respond with such agility and genuine 
collaborative effort as was demonstrated in 
response to the threat of Covid-19.

Every statutory agency and every homeless service 
provider can now fully understand one of Simon’s 
guiding principles: we work better together.
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In these three pieces, David Mullins, 
Mary Lee Rhodes and Gerard van Bortel 
focus on Simon’s contribution to building 
a modern housing association sector 
in Ireland, capable of delivering much-
needed social and affordable homes while 
maintaining a strong social mission. 

These articles demonstrate Simon’s 
influence on housing policy and practice in 
Ireland and make special reference to his 
prescient 2001 Blue Paper, Social Housing 
for the Future. We set this achievement 
within a wider European context, 
comparing the different trajectories of the 
Irish and Dutch social housing sectors and 
what each can learn from the other.

While it has taken many years to realise, the Blue Paper 
vision has proved remarkably prescient in identifying the 
key role that independent regulation and good governance 
would play in modernising the sector and enabling private 
finance to be secured on a significant scale.
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S
imon Brooke is remembered for many 
things. In this piece, I will focus on 
his contribution to modernising the 
governance and delivery of social 
housing in Ireland, while ‘keeping 

it social’. This was based on a clear vision, 
rigorous analysis, authentic leadership, manic 
networking and powerful persuasion (often 
assisted by a modest intake of alcohol)! 

Simon was a rare case of an expert policy 
analyst who also enjoyed positions of power 
and influence in which to contribute to lasting 
social change by enacting his vision. This was 
a personal project over a twenty-year period 
and has placed the housing association sector 
in Ireland in much better shape to tackle 
the continued crisis of housing need, while 
coming closer to his vision of social housing as 
a tenure of choice, building successful mixed 
communities. The level of influence Simon 
achieved in Irish housing policy was evidenced 
by tributes from the major parties in the Dáil on 
news of his death.

I enjoyed Simon’s company on many 
occasions over this period, and received candid 
updates on progress and setbacks as he took 
up his own agenda – first as Chair and, later, 
as Head of Policy with Clúid Housing. The 
success and recognition he had achieved were 
encapsulated in our final meet-ups, shaping 
plans for the European Federation for Living 
(EFL) Conference of major European housing 
providers, hosted by Clúid in Dublin a month 
before Simon’s tragically early death. 

In 2001, Simon had articulated his vision 
of a small cadre of ‘Authorised Developer’ 
housing associations – no longer disparaged 
as ‘voluntary housing’, freed from obstacles 
to increased output, professionally managed 
and governed, and subject to an independent 
regulator, operating a streamlined 
development process with unnecessary 
duplication removed. This producer vision 
was complemented by a consumer vision 
of social housing as a tenure of choice, 
avoiding concentrations of poverty, stigma 
and unpopularity, and building successful 
mixed communities. Simon’s 2001 Blue 
Paper, Social Housing for the Future, backed 
up this vision, with a rigorous analysis of the 
existing system, including forensic flow charts 
of the development process before and after 
the removal of duplication and blockages, 
international comparisons (drawing mainly on 
analyses of the Housing Corporation regulatory 
regime in England) and clear, well-stated 
and realistic policy recommendations (such 
as a phased move towards an independent 
regulator majoring on governance and finance, 
but also on social housing standards). 

Simon’s influence on 
modernising social 
housing governance

David Mullins, Emeritus Professor of Housing 
at the University of Birmingham, and a  
board member of Clúid

This producer vision was complemented by a consumer 
vision of social housing as a tenure of choice, avoiding 
concentrations of poverty, stigma and unpopularity, 
and building successful mixed communities.
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While it has taken many years to realise, 
the Blue Paper vision has proved remarkably 
prescient in identifying the key role that 
independent regulation and good governance 
would play in modernising the sector and 
enabling private finance to be secured on a 
significant scale. In 2020, Simon’s association, 
Clúid, secured a €54 million funding deal from 
Legal and General Investment Management 
(LGIM) – one of the world’s largest investment 
firms – to build 200 homes. Intervening 
battles over the classification of housing 
association borrowing in the public accounts 
were grist to the mill for Simon, who personally 
oversaw work on legal opinions, working with 
colleagues through the Housing Alliance – 
the new grouping of the six largest housing 
associations now working in Ireland. The 
Housing Alliance might be seen as the present-
day embodiment of Simon’s vision of a cadre of 
‘Authorised Developers’, with the competence, 
professionalism and business planning systems 
to deliver at scale. 

Simon’s insistence on giving centre ground 
to the social mission of housing associations 
(which dominates the final part of the Blue 
Paper) was an important accompaniment 

to his governance reforms for large-scale 
delivery. As Simon recognised, without clear 
social purpose, larger housing associations 
risk being driven by financialisation, following 
funders’ interests, credit ratings and covenant 
compliance. Simon’s vision was not about 
these things, but the underlying aim for social 
housing to become a ‘tenure of choice’. In 
2001, he saw this as introducing lettings 
policies balancing housing need with social 
mix, security of tenure for all housing 
association tenants, a reformed rental system 
and an equity share scheme as an alternative 
to the right to buy. While the specifics of this 
part of the Blue Paper were more skeletal 
and less predictive of later change, Simon 
continued to pursue a social agenda to 
the end. In 2019, he championed Clúid’s 
resident engagement policies and assisted in 
establishing a National Residents Advisory 
Group to influence policy and practice. He 
would have been delighted with the news in 
late 2020 of a dedicated Government fund for 
cost rental housing; a policy to bridge the gap 
for good-quality, intermediate rent housing in 
Ireland that he, along with others, had been 
calling for over many years.

Aims:
 > To increase social housing output by 
removing obstacles 

 > To make social housing a tenure of choice 

Expand capacity of housing associations to 
meet ambitious national housing targets by:

 > Streamlining the development process
 > Authorised Developer status for associations 
with a substantial development programme 
allowed to deal directly with Housing 
Finance Agency and Government 

 > Regulatory regime for Authorised Developers 
to protect tenants and public funds; working 
over time to establish an Independent 
Housing Regulator with legislative powers 

 > Local authorities continue to support smaller 
associations who need it but have a smaller 
role in Authorised Developer projects 

 > Start-up finance to enable new housing 
associations to emerge

Tackle concentrated poverty and lack of 
popularity of social housing by:

 > Making social housing a tenure of choice 
rather than a last resort

 > Reforms to lettings policies to create and 
maintain socially mixed communities 

 > Legally enforceable security of tenure 
for all housing association tenants

 > Rights to tenancy succession and to 
take in lodgers 

 > Overhauling differential rents system 
to create link between rent levels and 
quality and rental assistance scheme 

 > An ‘equity tenant’ scheme as alternative 
to Right to Buy to enable tenants to have 
financial stake in their homes without 
loss to social rental stock 

You can view Social Housing for the Future at 
the Trinity Access to Research Archive
www.tara.tcd.ie/handle/2262/60520

Simon Brooke’s recommendations from Social Housing 
for the Future (Policy Institute Blue Paper, 2001)

The Housing 
Alliance might 
be seen as the 
present-day 
embodiment of 
Simon’s vision 
of a cadre of 
‘Authorised 
Developers’, with 
the competence, 
professionalism 
and business 
planning systems 
to deliver at scale.
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S
imon Brooke was never short of ideas 
on how to improve the delivery of 
social housing in Ireland and it was 
the brave conversationalist who would 
engage him on this topic without 

significant time to spare. I must acknowledge, 
however, that the same could be said for 
anyone brave enough to ask me about my 
thoughts on the housing system in Ireland, 
as Simon often was. We could – and regularly 
did – spend hours discussing our views on, and 
cunning plans for, key institutions that could 
make a difference in the provision of social 
and affordable housing in Ireland.

My first vivid memory of Simon was 
when he interviewed me to join the board 
of Clúid Housing. The interview was really 
more of a chat about the need to grow the 
social housing sector and the contribution 
that housing associations (Approved Housing 
Bodies or AHBs in Ireland) could make. I had 
recently completed my thesis on the housing 
system in Ireland and I was struck by Simon’s 
passion about what was then a quite minor 
element of housing provision in Ireland. But 
Simon was utterly convincing that this should 
change and that AHBs could, and should, 
play a more important role in making decent 
housing available to all. 

While our many discussions over the years 
covered a wide range of topics, there were four 
aspects of social housing policy and practice 
to which Simon kept returning as the keys to 
unlocking the potential of the AHB sector. 

These were: 
1 high-performing housing management
2 development capacity and access to finance
3 an independent AHB regulator
4 security of tenure rather than ‘Right to Buy’.

In each of these, Simon made significant 
contributions to the developments that expanded 
and enhanced the role of AHBs in Ireland.

With respect to the first, Simon’s 
Chairmanship of Clúid Housing saw the 
organisation become a leader in housing 
performance management and a driving 
force behind the establishment of the 
voluntary Housing Association Performance 
Management Framework under the auspices 
of the Irish Council for Social Housing. On 
an individual level, he taught housing policy 
and practice to students of Sociology, Political 
Science and Economics in Trinity College to 
build a pipeline of knowledgeable graduates 
and inspired students to see housing as a 
critical area of public policy and practice.

His vision for Authorised Developers in 
the AHB sector, complemented by access 
to development finance and an independent 
regulator, has largely been realised. The ‘Tier 
3’ designation of AHBs under the Voluntary 
Regulation Code may be seen as a de facto 
manifestation of his vision of a group of AHBs 
that can, and increasingly do, access private 
finance – although the lending conditions 
available from the Housing Finance Agency 
(HFA) make private finance somewhat less 

Simon’s influence on 
housing policy and 
practice in Ireland
Mary Lee Rhodes, Associate Professor of Public 
Management, Trinity College Dublin and a board member of 
Clúid (2010–2015); Chair of the interim Regulatory Committee 
on Approved Housing Bodies, which established the first 
voluntary regulation code for Irish AHBs in 2013 and advised 
on the legislation for AHB Regulation passed in 2019

On an individual 
level, he taught 
housing policy and 
practice to students 
of Sociology, 
Political Science 
and Economics in 
Trinity College to 
build a pipeline 
of knowledgeable 
graduates and 
inspired students 
to see housing as 
a critical area of 
public policy and 
practice.
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attractive. Indeed, direct access to the HFA was 
one of Simon’s key recommendations in his 
2001 Blue Paper – which took just 10 years to 
achieve. Sadly, Simon’s untimely death meant 
that he did not see the passing of the Housing 
(Regulation of Approved Housing Bodies) Act 
in December 2019 – which we would certainly 
have celebrated over copious amounts of a 
more-than-decent Bordeaux.

Finally, security of tenure has demonstrably 
improved across the rental sector – not just in 
relation to tenants of AHBs. Simon was a vocal 
supporter of legal protection for tenants and 
argued for AHBs to be subject to the Private 

Rental Tenancy Board (PRTB) when others in 
the sector did not. Although Simon was not in 
favour of applying a ‘Right to Buy’ scheme in 
the sector – due to the impact on stock levels 
and lending access – he was open to tenancy 
rights passing from parents to children under 
appropriate circumstances.

Simon’s influence in social housing 
policy and practice left the sector stronger 
and Irish households in a more secure place 
than when he arrived in Ireland in the early 
1990s. His legacy is in our laws, institutions 
and homes – and, most powerfully, in the 
hearts of those privileged to know him.

Simon’s impact on the role 
and position of not-for-
profit housing providers in 
Ireland: a Dutch perspective
Gerard van Bortel, Assistant Professor of Housing 
Management at Delft University of Architecture in the 
Netherlands, Faculty of Architecture and the Built Environment 
and active supervisory board member of Rochdale housing 
association in Amsterdam, which has 45,000 homes

F
ellow travellers in affordable housing; 
that is how I remember my relationship 
with Simon. We were travellers sharing 
our passion for the potential of not-for-
profit housing to contribute to affordable 

housing in sustainable communities. Simon 
and I might have been fellow travellers, but 
our respective housing sectors were on very 
different trajectories.

I first met Simon in 2013. He invited 
me to contribute to a Clúid Housing seminar 
in Dublin on neighbourhood regeneration. 
I was in the (more or less) final stages of 
my PhD research on the role of housing 
associations in vulnerable neighbourhoods. 
My contribution to the seminar focused on 
regeneration activities in the Netherlands and 

England, but I also touched upon Dutch social 
housing finance – a topic of great interest to 
Simon. The conversations I had with Simon 
focused on neighbourhood regeneration, and 
the opportunities for Irish Approved Housing 
Bodies (AHBs) such as Clúid Housing to 
access investment funding. The Dutch social 
housing guarantee mechanism was a source of 
inspiration. This mechanism entails a hybrid 
funding framework, built on mutual support 
between Dutch housing associations, and 
underpinned by loan guarantees from the 
national government and local authorities.

The year 2013 was also a turning point 
for social housing in the Netherlands. In April 
of that year, the Dutch Parliament decided 
to investigate fraud and mismanagement 
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cases in the social housing sector. The 
parliamentary inquiry results were very critical 
and highlighted omissions in governance and 
regulatory arrangements. This was combined 
with the widespread belief that the Dutch 
housing associations’ mandate was way too 
broad and the sector too large, owning one-
third of the total housing stock. 

Using EU state-aid rules, commercial 
actors demanded more room for market 
dynamics in the Dutch housing sector. They 
insisted that housing associations should 
focus on low-income housing only. This 
constituted a perfect storm, leading to a 
revised Housing Act in 2015 that transformed 
the Dutch social housing model from a (to 
use Simon’s words in his 2001 Blue Paper) 
‘tenure of choice’ into a considerably narrower 
and more marginal ‘tenure of last resort’.

In Ireland, the social housing sector was 
frequently referred to as ‘voluntary’. Simon 
did not like this label. His 2001 Blue Paper 
mentioned this as an important obstacle to 
increasing the role of housing associations, 
because of the connotation of ‘voluntary’ with 
‘non-professional’, ‘amateur’ and ‘unskilled’. 
Simon preferred ‘housing associations’. 

Dutch housing associations never got the 
‘voluntary’ label. The first Dutch Housing 
Act, introduced in 1901, did not recognise 
‘voluntary’ grass-roots initiatives (such as 
housing cooperatives). These organisations 
were not ‘approved’ by the government because 
they could have a profit motive. Consequently, 
these organisations were not eligible for 
government support and disappeared, or 
were amalgamated with not-for-profit housing 
associations or council housing departments. 
This also happened with the Amsterdam-
based housing association, Rochdale, of 
which I am a supervisory board member. Two 
tram-conductors established this organisation 
in 1903 as a cooperative – inspired by 
cooperatives in the English town of Rochdale, 
near Manchester – but had to transform the 
organisation that same year into a housing 
association to receive government support.

In his Blue Paper, Simon proposed a 
regulatory system to protect tenants and 
public funds, and ensure confidence-
building in the sector. This hardly happened 
in the Netherlands. In the early 1990s, 
the Dutch government retreated from 
direct involvement in social housing. The 
state provided housing associations with a 
generous ‘endowment’, creating a sector 
that should fund social housing investments 

themselves by establishing a revolving fund. 
Regulation of housing associations was 
loose, infused by a strong – but in hindsight 
a bit naïve – belief in the merits of local self-
regulation. Twenty years later, this omission 
came back to haunt the sector. 

As a result of the revised 2015 Housing 
Act, Dutch housing associations now need 
to focus on low-income and vulnerable 
target groups. This leads to more segregated 
communities and a concentration of 
problems in neighbourhoods with a lot of 
social housing. Due to the smaller mandate, 
housing associations have fewer options 
to address the compounded forms of 
deprivation in these communities.

Looking back, we can conclude that 
the actions of a limited number of Dutch 
housing associations caused a debacle that 
ruined the societal trust in the sector. Trust 
that was built up over a period of more than 
a century. In the Netherlands we have a 
saying: ‘Trust comes on foot, but leaves on 
horseback.’ In other words: Trust is hard to 
gain but easy to lose.

Dutch social housing today is not only doom 
and gloom! There is a silver lining. Societal 
trust in housing associations is growing again, 
judging from the overall positive media reports 
about the sector. The 2015 Housing Act 
entailed a narrower mandate, and a stricter 
scrutiny of the competences and integrity of 
board members and Chief Executive Officers, 
nicknamed ‘the-fit-and-proper-test’. Risk-
management mechanisms and the overall 
governance quality improved. 

The Dutch 2015 Housing Act also 
introduced the possibility for housing 
cooperatives to be recognised once more as a 
social housing provider and receive government 
support; as discussed, an option that had not 
been possible since the original 1901 Housing 
Act. The narrow mandate is gradually widening 
again. Starting in 2021, Dutch housing 
associations are allowed to construct new 
homes for moderate-income households.

The trajectory of Dutch social housing 
stresses the importance of Simon’s Blue Paper 
proposal to provide the social housing sector 
with a strong regulatory framework that protects 
public funds, ensures government priorities and 
acts as a confidence-building measure. My 30-
year journey through Dutch social housing has 
taught me that Simon’s vision of social housing 
– including strong, professional, not-for-profit 
providers – is still very relevant. He will be 
dearly missed as a friend and ‘fellow traveller’.

The trajectory 
of Dutch social 
housing stresses 
the importance 
of Simon’s Blue 
Paper proposal 
to provide the 
social housing 
sector with a 
strong regulatory 
framework that 
protects public 
funds, ensures 
government 
priorities and acts 
as a confidence-
building measure.

Passage from Belgian 
singer and composer 
Jacques Brel’s  
‘Le Moribond’:

On n’était pas du 
même chemin

Mais on cherchait le 
même port

We were not on the 
same path

But we were looking for 
the same haven
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T
he Approved Housing Bodies Regulatory 
Authority (AHBRA) was established 
on 1 February 2021 by the Minister 
for Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage, Darragh O’Brien. Additionally, 

Minister O’Brien announced the appointment of 
nine board members to the newly established 
Authority. The AHBRA will shape the future 
of the regulatory environment for Approved 
Housing Bodies (AHBs) operating in Ireland.

The AHBRA will have responsibility for 
overseeing the effective governance, financial 

management and performance of all voluntary 
and cooperative housing bodies, in accordance 
with the Housing (Regulation of Approved 
Housing Bodies) Act 2019. The AHBRA will 
aim to safeguard public and private investment 
in the sector and to ensure that housing 
assets built through investments in the sector 
are managed sustainably. It will seek to 
provide assurances to investors, tenants, the 
government and to the sector itself that social 
housing providers operate in a well-regulated 
and stable environment.

APPROVED HOUSING BODIES 
REGULATORY AUTHORITY

Susanna Lyons, Chief Executive Officer,  
Approved Housing Bodies Regulatory Authority
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The AHBRA will be responsible for several 
functions, including:

 > Establish and maintain a register of AHBs
 > Register persons as AHBs 
 > Prepare draft standards for approval by the 
Minister, publish the approved standards, 
and monitor and assess compliance 

 > Carry out investigations 
 > Protect tenants and AHBs and cancel the 
registration of AHBs

 > Encourage and facilitate better 
governance, administration and 
management, including corporate 
governance and financial management

 > Promote awareness and understanding
 > Collect information concerning AHBs 
for the purposes of the performance of 
the functions 

 > Publish such information (including 
statistical information) concerning 
AHBs, as appropriate. 

A number of key aspects of the legislation 
were commenced in early 2021, these are 
largely the technical and formative aspects 
of the law. It is anticipated that the key 
functions and powers of the AHBRA will be 
commenced on a phased basis throughout 
2021 and 2022, with the organisational 
projected to be operational in 2022.

The AHBRA will soon embark on 
a series of communications with the 
sector and key stakeholders, promoting 
awareness and understanding of the 
legislation, producing a three-year 
strategy, launching stakeholder forums and 
establishing its regulatory approach. 

AHB Boards should familiarise 
themselves with the legislation and its 
potential impact on their organisations. 
AHBs should determine the steps that 
they will need to complete, in order to 
be aligned with legislation, particularly 
in matters pertaining to eligibility, 
registration and compliance.

All queries relating to the AHBRA 
should be sent to info@ahbregulator.ie.

AHBs should note that, until such 
time that the AHBRA is operational, the 
existing voluntary environment remains 
in operation. All queries relating to 
voluntary regulation should be sent to 
regulation@housingagency.ie.

The Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage continues 
to review its register of AHBs and 
has implemented a process by which 
organisations may apply to rescind 
their AHB status. All queries relating to 
these matters should be addressed to 
ahb@housing.gov.ie. 

The AHBRA will 
shape the future 
of the regulatory 
environment for 
Approved Housing 
Bodies (AHBs) 
operating in 
Ireland.
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Clúid was a profoundly personal project for Simon. 
This was recognisable to me in the tone and value 
system that was the personality of the organisation.
David Burke, former Clúid board member
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I 
first met Simon in Focus Point, later  
Focus Ireland. I left in 1995, after three 
years, to work in St Pancras Housing 
Ireland (later Clúid Housing). Although I 
did not know Simon well, he assisted me 

during my final months in Focus as I struggled 
with both working out my notice and allocating 
our first homes in Clondalkin South Dublin.

Simon left soon afterwards for studies 
in Trinity. The Blue Paper publication that 
emerged from Simon’s time in Trinity was the 
beginning of a life interest in how housing 
associations could successfully impact on 
housing disadvantage.

On leaving Trinity, Simon became a 
consultant, specialising in housing and 
homelessness. Through his written work and 
his media appearances, he became a thought 
leader. He championed such initiatives as 
Housing First. Simon joined the board of St 
Pancras to help further a movement he felt 
passionately could make a difference. He 
became chair soon afterwards, remaining in 
that post for 12 years.

Adrian Norridge – the CEO of St Pancras 
in London, and founder of Clúid – initially 
had misgivings about the public image of 
another Englishman joining the board, let alone 
becoming chair. However, the two men soon 
became fast friends and firm collaborators. 
Both were old lefties who shared a love of 
theatre and literature, as well as good wine! 
To me, struggling to manage a growing 
organisation, they provided generous mentoring 
and guidance, without which I would have been 

lost. Adrian and Simon became a memorable 
double-act on the board. Meetings were always 
enjoyable, finishing with a drink to restore 
equilibrium and reaffirm our common purpose. 
Simon retired as chair only when he had 
secured a trusted successor in David Burke.

Simon later joined the staff of Clúid, 
leading our policy and communications. On 
Adrian’s retirement from the board, we had 
established the Adrian Norridge Bursary in 
recognition of his contribution. After too few 
years, the bursary became a legacy award, 
following the passing of Adrian. Simon’s energy 
and enthusiasm helped to grow the bursary to 
focus on critical issues such as OMCs (Owner 
Management Companies). Unfortunately, 
Simon was to follow Adrian and fall terminally 
ill soon after his own retirement.

On approaching retirement, perhaps with 
some prescience, Simon grew less patient 
with the inertia and unreasoned resistance to 
change that he encountered. He would have 
celebrated the recent emergence of cost rental 
housing, a cause for which he had advocated 
for so long. While he would have been 
disappointed that it was not the unitary model 
he favoured, he would have welcomed the long 
overdue acknowledgment of a housing need 
other than social or home ownership.

I owe Simon a huge debt. For me, he will 
always encapsulate what is best in Clúid. 
Innovation and energy in pursuit of a social 
mission and in the service of others. For as long 
as Clúid is imbued by the spirit of those such as 
Simon, I am confident we will make progress.

We consider Simon’s contribution to  
Clúid Housing, and we gain valuable 
insights from across that organisation

Simon: innovation and energy 
in the service of others

tributes

Brian O’Gorman, Chief Executive, Clúid

Through his 
written work 
and his media 
appearances, 
he became a 
thought leader. 
He championed 
such initiatives 
as Housing First.
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I 
met Simon for coffee a dozen times over the 
last five years of his life. Our conversations 
were wide-ranging and characterised 
by depth, warmth, humour and charity. 
Simon was equally at home in any number 

of topics. He wore his learning and intellect 
lightly, and delighted in mischievous – and 
often productive – flights of fancy. My abiding 
visual memory is of him stuffing his jacket 
pockets full of leftover biscuits while talking to 
a government minister on affairs of state!

In these post-truth days, it is easy to get 
sucked into binary oppositions: good versus 
bad, us versus them, east versus west, rich 
versus poor. While Simon never baulked from 
a robust defence of his values, I never once 
heard him attacking an opponent. He never 
lost sight of the person behind the opinion. 
Neither did he ever dilute his stance to make 
it more palatable for others. He insisted upon 
nuanced readings of other people’s motives. 
In so doing, he called the best out of his 
allies and his opponents, and cemented 
difficult discussions inside the bonds of 
constructive civility. What more could you 
want from a policy director?

He called the best 
out of his allies 
and his opponents

My enduring memories are of 
Simon’s relentless conviction, 
energy and good humour

John McKeever was a resident 
caretaker in Clarion Quay

David Burke, former Clúid board member

He wore his learning and intellect lightly, and delighted in 
mischievous – and often productive – flights of fancy.

I 
first met Simon in 1997. I had returned 
to Ireland after a number of years in the 
UK to take up a service management post 
in Focus Ireland, where Simon worked in 
policy and development. We encountered 

each other only occasionally but there was 
a quick connection. We shared an interest 
in housing and its dynamics. We bonded 
in shared conviction that housing-based 
solutions provided space and stability to 
effectively engage more complex aspects of 
homelessness. Simon carried deep respect and 

understanding of practice to his work. He had 
an even deeper commitment to Focus Ireland’s 
purpose, and our customer firmly at its centre. 
I freewheeled in occasionally as a rather green 
but enthusiastic visitor to Simon’s world, where 
I was very respectfully and patiently indulged.

This set the pattern for the years that 
followed, during Simon’s subsequent work for 
the Homeless Agency and others: occasional 
but regular encounters that cut to the chase 
about getting to the fundamentals of the fix. 
We ploughed some similar furrows – bumping 
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into each other in the reception area of the 
Custom House a number of times. I was 
always left refreshed and energised with his 
knowledge, analysis and personal support.

When I left Focus Ireland in 2008, Simon 
recruited me to the board of Clúid Housing. 
Every inch of my experience of Clúid Housing 
– from 2008 until my retirement from 
the board in 2017 – was a tremendously 
enjoyable, challenging and profound 
privilege. A particular joy was engaging and 
working with Simon in a more regular and 
structured fashion.

The Clúid Housing I experienced under 
Simon’s stewardship as chair was on a 
mission – vibrant and driven, while also 
searching of itself. It was the product of the 
alchemy of Adrian Norridge (founder), Simon 
(its first chair) and Brian O’Gorman (its CEO 
and very first employee). Their fresh, shared 
conviction and energy belied the years of 
pushing, shoving and carrying the organisation 
to that point. Adrian retired from the board 
in 2010 and I succeeded Simon as chair in 
2011 when he retired from the board. Clúid 
was a profoundly personal project for Simon. 
This was recognisable to me in the tone and 
value system that was the personality of the 
organisation. I experienced it in Simon’s 
integrity and prescience in ensuring that Clúid 
and its purpose transcended its founders. 
Careful groundwork was laid in renewing 
our governance structures to ensure that our 
refreshed board, with me as chair, had every 
support and independence in moving forward. 
Simon had one concern when retiring from the 
board and it was his one ask of me as chair: 
that as Clúid transitioned into a business 
tempered by private funding, and with the 
capabilities to succeed in an increasingly 
turbulent and competitive world, that I above 
all sustain the imprinting of social inclusion in 
the DNA of the organisation.

In 2012, as part of our board’s strategy 
to be more proactive in building paths and 
partnerships to providing housing solutions, 
we recruited a policy specialist and were 
delighted in Simon’s success in securing 
the position and in animating the brief. 
This, of course, had potential to complicate 
matters – but the weighty presence of Simon’s 
established substance and conviction was 
deftly applied. His toughest audience was 
sometimes our board and I know there 
were times when I perplexed (perhaps even 
horrified) Simon but I never experienced 
anything other than his absolute support, 

respect and immense good grace. Given the 
depth of his stakeholding, the weight of his 
expertise and his fundamental gravitas, this is 
something I really respected and cherished.

Simon processed really substantial 
analysis of the housing market so that 
mechanisms to deliver affordable homes 
and vibrant, sustainable communities could 
be divined and delivered. Be it mortgage-
to-rent or cost rental, they were invested 
equally with Simon’s intelligence and values. 
Simon expertly shepherded the bursary 
founded in 2011 to honour his friend Adrian 
Norridge (RIP 2016) in prompting, informing 
and evidencing. Research topics included 
fuel poverty, regeneration of substandard 
housing stock and how to end stigma in 
social housing. My enduring memories are 
of Simon’s relentless conviction, energy and 
good humour. His talent was to distill all of 
the complexity and frustration into a next 
step through a turn of phrase that made it 
accessible and compelling to the rest of us. 
He offered clarity and truth to the public and 
the system – be it the politician, the banker, 
the bureaucrat or the commentator. This was 
evident in the tributes to Simon in the Dáil 
chamber the day after his death.

I joined a group of colleagues and friends 
along with Simon, his wife, Anna, and son, 
Conall, in Clúid in August 2019, a few months 
before his death, to celebrate Simon and 
his work. Simon was at his most classic and 
candid. It was a joyous, fearless and abiding 
experience – just like the man himself.

Clúid was a profoundly personal project for Simon. 
This was recognisable to me in the tone and value 
system that was the personality of the organisation.

At the launch of the report  
A Home for Life in October 2015 
(left to right): Joe Finnerty,  
Dr Siobhán Fox, Simon Brooke 
and Dr Mary-Rose Day
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Thinking of him will  
always make me smile

My journey through the  
‘Simon Brooke mentoring academy’

Maria Patterson, Corporate Services Coordinator, Clúid

James Harold, Communications Manager, Clúid

W
henever I worked with Simon 
on a project, it felt like we were 
friends trying to achieve something 
positive together – and although 
we worked hard, it felt like fun. I 

was always delighted to see and chat to him 
at incidental times around the office. He was 
a master of the art of conversation. He was a 
great listener and always took the time for little 
chats. He made me feel special because he 
was genuinely interested in what I had to say.

What set Simon apart in the sector was 
that not only was he an expert in housing, 
but he was also able to explain complex 
policies and concepts in an accessible and 
engaging way. I always felt that I could ask 
him anything housing related and that no 
question was ever too silly.

Simon had very strong core values of 
fairness and equality that I could sense from 

the moment I met him. He was open-minded 
and progressive in his thinking and attitudes. 
It was clear to me that he had never lost his 
youthful idealism and that he would always 
move with the times.

When Simon became ill, he included and 
involved his colleagues in a very open and 
generous way. He always kept in touch and gave 
us updates on his health. We were grateful that 
he brought us on that journey with him and gave 
us the chance to support him as best we could.

Above all else, Simon was great fun. He 
loved social nights out, he was a brilliant Santa 
at Clúid family days, and he was a fantastic 
quizmaster. He was able to make fun of himself 
and he was playfully irreverent. I feel so lucky 
to have had the opportunity to have known and 
worked with him. I can still summon up the 
warmth of his voice and laughter, and thinking 
of him will always make me smile.

T
he first time I met Simon was across 
a very large, heavily polished wooden 
table in Clúid’s offices on Amiens 
Street. He was interviewing me for a job. 
As you can imagine, I have a very clear 

memory of those ‘jovial’ 45 mins. While the 
rest of the interviewers were focused on their 
next question, Simon was up to something. 
He was analysing my every word in a way that 
I just wasn’t used to. There was a look on his 
face. He was sizing me up beyond the confines 
of the interview. Successful in the recruitment 
process, my first day in the office provided me 
with the answer. The two of us were sat face to 
face at our desks in a two-person room for  

8 hours a day together, so Simon had to know 
he was going to be able to stand me. I took it 
as a compliment.

Many years later, I had the pleasure of being 
on the other side of the table on an interview 
panel with Simon. This time, I got to see him 
at full speed. Despite the extra thrill I got out 
of passing the Simon Brooke test the first time 
around, I was watching Simon’s commitment 
to excellence in action. He was ferocious. But I 
should have expected it because that’s the way 
he was. He had a commitment to excellence 
that went above and beyond, and he had 
the experience, intelligence (emotional and 
otherwise) and drive that only the lucky few 
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I mentioned that I might have 
ruffled a few feathers.  
Simon’s response? Ruffle away! 
Kath Cottier, Director of Housing Services, Clúid

possess. This magazine, alongside his many 
other accomplished pieces of research, are a 
testament to how he put those gifts to work.

What is slightly harder to capture in 
writing is Simon’s personality. I only became 
friends with Simon in his later years, but I 
can tell you this much, once you got past the 
shock of hearing this eloquent, partridge-
cooking, English gentleman speaking to his 
wife as Gaeilge, you found a man who I will 
always remember as being great craic. He 
had a wicked sense of humour and, let’s be 
honest, he loved a bit of gossip. There was one 
occasion when I felt Simon overstepped the 
mark, though: when he presented me with a jar 
of Marmite as a token of his appreciation for a 
job well done.

Simon had a higher level of appreciation 
for the importance of home. He talked about 
his own home like it was a mythical place. It 
was his very own locus amoenus. Undoubtedly, 
this drove his work to secure the housing 

rights of others too. Unfortunately, the first 
time I visited Simon in his home was to say 
goodbye to him, but it was clear to see how he 
and Anna had turned their house into a loving 
family home with their son, Conall. I never 
got to see the brick patio he built and that he 
convinced me I could do in my own house. 
Sure, he only had a degree in Engineering!

I didn’t know it at the time, but when I 
think back to that first interview, I realise it 
was the start of my friendship with Simon. It 
was also the start of my journey through the 
‘Simon Brooke mentoring academy’ that so 
many of us passed through. I have wonderful 
memories of lessons in Bowe’s pub on Fleet 
Street, The Oarsman in Ringsend, The Palace, 
also on Fleet Street … you get the picture. 
My graduation was a mixed-emotions affair, 
though. Stepping into Simon’s boots as the 
Clúid Santa, I couldn’t help but feel like I was 
back in that interview and he was sizing me 
up all over again.

I 
arrived in Ireland in November 2001 and 
Simon has always been a constant presence 
right to this day. I have thought about him 
a lot over the last year and the important 
role he played in my personal development 

and the work that we in the Housing Services 
Department are progressing at Clúid. 

Back in 2001 Simon was chair of the Clúid 
board and, as a Community Development 
Officer, I met him regularly as we celebrated 
new homes coming into management. My 
happiest memory from this time was driving in 
Deirdriú Murray’s Ford Fiesta down to Carlow. 
Simon was good fun to be around and always 
seemed to enjoy finding out about the work 
we did. As a young person finding my feet in 
the world of social housing, he was a good role 
model: he was definitely serious about his work, 
but he didn’t take himself too seriously. He 

was approachable, friendly and a good listener. 
Above all, he was supportive and enthusiastic 
about our work. 

As my role within Clúid changed, I was 
given more responsibility. I pitched business 
cases, explored new ways of working and 
was interviewed for new positions. As a 
consequence, my relationship with Simon 
changed. The debate and discussions became 
more robust and challenging and, as well as 
relying on well-considered opinions, I could rely 
on honest and constructive feedback. I valued 
Simon as a social housing practitioner who 
had strong sense of social justice, took time to 
understand issues and develop well-considered 
and articulate points of view. He then held 
them dearly and fervently! 

As Head of Policy, Simon has left a 
practical legacy through the research output 

Simon had a 
higher level of 
appreciation for 
the importance 
of home. He 
talked about his 
own home like it 
was a mythical 
place.
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that he led through the Adrian Norridge 
Bursary. Housing Services at the moment has 
a specific focus on developing our age-friendly 
housing and improving the management 
of multi-unit developments. Instrumental 
in informing our practice and guiding our 
policy are A Home for Life – The Housing 
and Support Needs of Clúid’s Older Tenants 
and Owners’ Management Companies – 
Sustainable Apartment Living for Ireland. 

The former report has directly influenced 
strategy at Clúid and has led us to create 
our specialist age-friendly housing offer, 
Clann. The research, heavily influenced by 
our residents’ lived experience, supported our 
business case, and has influenced our service 

offering. Clann will be an important contributor 
in increasing housing options for people 
in Ireland as they age. The OMC research 
recommendations provide a very important 
manifesto for change in how multi-unit 
development complexes should be managed 
in Ireland, and this research is the basis for 
the work we are doing to lobby for change. 
These are just two examples that impact 
directly on my work, and they highlight how 
important it is for research to inform practice. 
This philosophy is strong within Clúid and our 
sector. We can all see the important role that 
Simon has played in its development.

Simon’s starring role for me will always 
be as Clúid’s Santa and I will relish every 
festive season as an opportunity to remember 
a special friend. His enjoyment of life came 
out in his enthusiastic conversations with 
many Clúid children. He also delivered a very 
important message to my son – that Santa 
preferred whiskey with his mince pie. This 
particular tradition lives on, along with a toast 
to the best Santa I ever met. 

I now recognise Simon as my mentor over 
nearly two decades, my experienced and 
trusted adviser, supporting me to build the 
skills and develop the knowledge that have 
enriched my understanding and influenced 
my practice. The journey is most definitely 
not over. In my final WhatsApp conversation 
with Simon in November 2019, I mentioned 
that I might have ruffled a few feathers. 
Simon’s response? Ruffle away! 

All this work is worth doing. 
Simon showed me that
Fiona Dunkin, Housing Policy Adviser, Clúid

‘W
ill you have another coffee?’ 
are probably the words that I’ll 
remember most from Simon. 
Every few months, we’d meet 
for a chat in Caffe di Napoli 

on Westland Row in Dublin before work. Over 
a flat white (for me) and a macchiato (for 
Simon), we’d chat through the latest in housing 
– who the new Oireachtas Housing Committee 
members were, the most recent social housing 

waiting figures, the next conference we were 
planning to attend. You never felt rushed when 
you were with Simon. A busy day ahead in 
work drifted from my mind in the cosy, dark 
surroundings of the bustling little Italian café. 
As a relatively new entrant to the housing 
sector, I was always taken aback to realise that 
Simon genuinely wanted to listen and genuinely 
wanted to share his passion for and knowledge 
of social housing. After about an hour, we’d 

L–R: Jackie Wogan,  
Santa Claus (Simon Brooke) 
and Maria Patterson at the 
annual Clúid Housing family 
Christmas party in 2015
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head off in separate directions through the city, 
me feeling energised – and not just from the 
copious quantity of caffeine I’d just consumed.

I was absolutely honoured to join Clúid 
in August 2019, to take on Simon’s policy 
position. Simon couldn’t have made it easier for 
me. He had meticulously structured hundreds 
of files, under carefully chosen headings, and 
had put together a detailed handover document. 
And not just your regular handover document 
either – it was brimming with the humour and 
passion for his role that he was so well known 
for. Over cups of coffee from the machine that 
Simon had petitioned to have installed in the 
Clúid offices (‘You need good coffee to work!’), 
he took me through the role, step-by-step, 
setting up meetings with people internal and 
external to Clúid that he thought I should meet. 
Even on days when Simon was clearly exhausted 
from the medical treatment he was undergoing, 
he would turn up, unrelenting in his dedication 
to getting this done and done right. I was really 
grateful for his time. 

What I admired most about Simon 
was that, although (in his own words) he 
absolutely sounded like a ‘posh Englishman’ 
and enjoyed good wine, books and classical 
music, he was the furthest you could get from 
being pompous. This was obvious from his 
interactions with people in Clúid. He had a 
word for everyone, from junior to senior levels, 
and he was clearly well-liked and respected.

Simon’s contribution to housing policy in 
Ireland was huge and should never be forgotten. 
His work in Clúid, Trinity, Focus Ireland and a 
host of other organisations over the years paved 
the way for the development of the burgeoning 
AHB sector in Ireland. The comments made in 
the Dáil after Simon’s death were testament 

to this. I have no doubt that Simon’s core 
belief and Clúid’s vision that everyone in 
society should have a great place to live, that 
high-quality, affordable housing is something 
everyone is entitled to, guided him in all of 
his work. Policy work is interesting and it is a 
privilege to do it. But it can be challenging, 
with setbacks and disappointments along the 
way. Not everyone will agree with you. Tangible 
change can be hard-won – its origins and key 
catalysts are often difficult to source. But 
all this work is worth doing. Simon showed 
me that. Having worked in housing policy for 
decades, he still had a twinkle in his eye about 
his next ‘cunning plan’. 

Simon told me once that policy work should 
involve a lot of drinking espresso and gazing 
out windows. Sometimes, in the busyness of 
the day job, I forget to do that. But deep and 
rigorous thinking is what is really needed in 
housing policy, if we want to change things for 
the better. Simon made that clear. So, yes – I’ll 
have another coffee, Simon. Why not?

Clúid Housing’s Milford Manor 
scheme in Clondalkin, Dublin

Fiona Dunkin and Simon Brooke

What I admired 
most about Simon 
was that, although 
(in his own words) 
he absolutely 
sounded like a 
‘posh Englishman’ 
and enjoyed good 
wine, books and 
classical music, he 
was the furthest 
you could get from 
being pompous.
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S
imon commenced teaching a module 
on Irish Housing Policy in the School of 
Social Work and Social Policy in Trinity 
College Dublin just under 20 years ago. 
This followed from an invitation from 

the then Head of School, Professor Robbie 
Gilligan, at the suggestion of Dr Tony McCashin, 
who was coordinating the undergraduate 
degree in Sociology and Social Policy offered 
jointly by the School of Social Work and Social 
Policy and the Department of Sociology. 
Simon had recently completed a study entitled 
Social Housing for the Future: Can Housing 
Associations Meet the Challenge? as part of 
the Studies in Public Policy series published 
by the now defunct Policy Institute at Trinity 
College. This was the first detailed analysis of 
the role of housing associations (now referred 
to as Approved Housing Bodies or AHBs) in 
the provision of social housing in Ireland, and 
it formed the basis for Simon’s initial series of 
lectures on housing policy in Ireland, delivered 
to students of social policy and social work. 

The module was subsequently broadened 
to include other aspects of Irish housing 
policy, including the history of housing in 
Ireland to help explain our obsession with 
home ownership. From Simon’s experience 
as editor of CornerStone between 1999 and 
2011, as a research consultant, and finally 
as Head of Research in Clúid, he was able 
to bring to the lecture room, not only his 

knowledge of key debates in housing policy 
in Ireland and to locate these debates in a 
comparative perspective, but also to tease 
out with the students the complexities of 
policy implementation. His insider knowledge 
of policy and practice in relation to AHBs 
in particular was always appreciated by the 
hundreds of students who enjoyed not only 
the expert content of his lectures, but also 
the expert and precise style of his delivery. 
When Simon became unwell in early 2019, 
I agreed to assess the assignments for his 
module submitted by the students – not a 
task that most academics relish! However, 
I quickly discovered that the essays were 
not only well informed, but also thoughtful 
and reflective. What I expected to be a fairly 
mundane task of reading and assessing the 
assignments, became instead an interesting 
and informative experience – testimony to 
Simon’s skill as an educator.

Simon made a distinguished contribution 
to scholarship and teaching in Trinity College 
in his role as Adjunct Assistant Professor, and 
firmly placed the analysis of housing policy into 
the social policy and social work curriculum. 
His legacy continues with modules on housing 
policy and homelessness available not only to 
students of social policy and social work, but 
also to students across the university.

I fondly remember Simon and miss him 
as a colleague and friend.

Simon’s distinguished contribution  
to scholarship and teaching

Eoin O’Sullivan, 
Professor in 
Social Policy, 
School of Social 
Work and Social 
Policy, Trinity 
College Dublin
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Social housing finance  
through the last three decades

John Hannigan, 
CEO, Circle 
Voluntary 
Housing 
Association

There is great need:  
more than 300,000 
individuals are 
affected by the 
lack of availability 
of social and 
affordable housing.

I 
am writing this article in tribute to my good 
friend and colleague, Simon Brooke. 

CornerStone was one of those 
magazines where an alternative view could 
be given and new initiatives could be 

explored – and Simon enabled and encouraged 
us all to challenge the status quo, look for 
better, and do better. As probably the only 
finance professional who has been operating in 
the Irish and UK social housing finance area 
for the last three decades, I decided to put a 
challenge for the future. 

Social housing finance in Ireland is 
starting to deliver on its potential. In the last 
10 years, we have seen the emergence of 
private finance in the delivery of our social 
housing need. A move from 100% grant 
funding in the 1980s to the requirement 
now for 70% and 80% private finance for 
scale delivery. There is great need: more than 
300,000 individuals are affected by the lack 
of availability of social and affordable housing.

When used and regulated properly, the 
benefits of private finance are many, despite 
the criticisms some levy that it pushes up 
delivery costs. Without it, the state would have 
to foot the full capital costs – a very expensive 
and ultimately choice-laden issue (roads or 
housing, hospitals or housing, etc.). The second 
benefit is that it has modernised the financial 
reporting and accountability of the AHB sector. 
This enables a greater level of accountability 
and a greater level of transparency. A third 
benefit among many is that it enables 
additional delivery for the state and those in 
housing need. Every €1 from the state enables 
€3 from the private sector banks. It has a 
positive impact on classification; and being 
re-classified as off-balance sheet would have 
significant positives.

I count the Housing Finance Agency in 
the provision of private finance because, 
although it is a state body, it operates mostly 
as a bank would operate. It brought rigour 
and the requirement for AHBs to think about 
key performance indicators, and introduced 

the requirement for financial reporting (in a 
real way) to boards and to credit committees. 
Since the HFA stepped in during the financial 
crisis in 2008, they have been the cornerstone 
(pardon the pun) of the delivery of private 
finance for Irish social housing.

Over the past 10 years, we have seen 
our pillar banks enter the market, learning 
about the operations of our social housing 
market, and some significant deals have been 
done. There is a growing understanding of 
what Robert Grundy, Director of Savills UK, 
described as ‘our boring funding model’. This 
is actually a positive description, since it 
highlights the very low-risk, steady-return, long-
term funding streams that our sector provides 
for banks and other funders. The problem is, 
it’s not big enough to make it something that 
more funders want to be involved in, despite 
the need for over 15,000 homes a year for the 
next 10 years! That’s equivalent to €2.4 billion 
(average house cost of €270,000 and a loan-
to-cost ratio of 60%) every year for the next 10 
years. Another problem is that there is not the 
capacity to build that number of homes – yet!

I would also suggest that there is not the 
willingness to ensure that the scale is created 
to attract the institutional investors to this 
market. With more than 20 Tier 3 AHBs all 
ploughing their own furrow (including my own, 
Circle Voluntary Housing Association), we dilute 
the potential for scale. We need an aggregator 
to borrow and lend with a coordinated and 
reduced level of delivery points to ensure that 
risk is mitigated. This causes many concerns 
for people: where is control going to lie?; the 
potential for bureaucracy; reliance on one or a 
small number of providers. The reality is that 
we can still have a multitude of AHBs providing 
local services and supports, providing real 
localism, and providing the capacity and scale 
that makes our ‘boring’ funding needs work 
for larger institutional funders. If we are not 
careful, the NDA and the NDFA may take on 
this role. So, there is the challenge. Who is up 
for taking the first step? I know that Circle is.
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I
n the mid-2010s, through experience 
and Census information, Clúid and The 
Housing Agency recognised that the 
number of people in Ireland living in 
apartments is likely over the coming years 

to continue to increase. Flowing from this 
recognition was the identification of the role 
of owners’ management companies (OMCs) 
in the success of apartment living. OMCs own 
and control facilities and common areas, such 
as gardens, carparks, and internal spaces 
including stairs, corridors, and lifts, for the 
benefit of all residents. Managing them well 
improves daily life for everyone.

After the introduction of the Multi-Unit 
Developments Act in 2011, Simon Brooke 
recognised the need to consider its impact. 
At his instigation, a report was commissioned 
by The Housing Agency and Clúid Housing to 
profile, examine and assess the performance 
of OMCs. Recommendations were sought for 
any necessary changes that could improve 
their operation.

Census data around the time the report 
was commissioned indicated an 80/20 ratio 
of apartments dwellers as between renters 
and owner occupiers. It revealed that a 
significant proportion of apartment renters live 

in social or publicly supported apartments. 
This could be in homes owned by housing 
associations, or where private rentals are aided 
by housing support payments. The report was 
clear that OMCs affect the quality of life and 
attractiveness of apartment living for renters, 
private owners, investors and non-profit bodies 
managing them. 

The report identified:
OMC directors, elected from 

the body of members and unit 
owners, are volunteers. They 
often have little experience of the 
complex nature of management 
companies and MUDs. The board 
of directors, with no training, 
becomes responsible for the 
management of complicated 
multi-million euro properties, 
involving many technical and 
expensive facilities.

To build on this and other 
issues identified in the findings 
and recommendations, and 
recognising that OMC directors 
are drawn from across society, 
in late 2019 and early 2020 
The Housing Agency hosted 

David Rouse and David Silke, The Housing Agency

Owners’ management companies 
and sustainable apartment living

L–R: Michael Carey (Chairman, 
The Housing Agency),  
Brian O’Gorman (CEO, Clúid), 
Fiona Barron (Chairperson, 
Clúid), former TD and Minister 
Eoghan Murphy, David Silke 
(The Housing Agency),  
Paul Mooney (report author), 
Simon Brooke (Clúid)
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a series of regional outreach events for 
stakeholders. Sessions were aimed at OMC 
members, residents, local authority staff, AHB 
personnel, and OMC directors.

Following pilot outreach events hosted 
in Galway City and the North East, sessions 
were held in Cork, four Dublin venues, 
Carlow, and Limerick. In all, approximately 
250 people attended.

Covid-19 restrictions introduced in March 
2020 prevented further events scheduled 
for Sligo, Athlone, Maynooth, Drogheda, and 
Dublin city centre. These meetings were 
moved online to webinar format.

Taking a lead from Simon’s innovative and 
collaborative approach to life’s endeavours, 
The Housing Agency collaborated with 
professional and state bodies in the sector to 
switch online further engagement. 

Positive responses from the Society 
of Chartered Surveyors Ireland, the RIAI, 
Engineers Ireland, the Law Society of Ireland, 
IPAV, the Chartered Governance Institute Irish 
branch, and the Construction Bar Association 
led to live webinars across 2020. Presenters 
addressed a diverse range of relevant topics 
benefitting all stakeholders in the sector – 
consumers, practitioners and others. 

The Residential Tenancies Board 
collaborated in a webinar focussed on topics 
of relevance to landlords and tenants of 
homes in managed estates. With the National 
Building Control Office, The Housing Agency 
delivered an online session updating on 
building control legislation. 

Finally, just before Christmas, a panel 
of speakers from Australia, Canada, 
Ireland, New Zealand, the USA and the UK 
engaged on Apartment/Condo Regulation, 
Management & Future Trends: International 
Perspectives.

Over the period from March 2020 a 
cumulative audience of almost 4,600 
attended and participated in the live 
webinars. This order of magnitude increase 
in sector engagement, spurred by challenges 
of Covid-19, would undoubtedly meet with 
Simon’s approval.

Together with other resources for the 
apartment and OMC sector, recordings of 
all webinars are available on The Housing 
Agency’s website and YouTube channel. 
Plans for additional OMC stakeholder 
guidance and training across 2021 are well 
advanced. The Housing Agency’s website 
www.housingagency.ie will carry details.

Not only did Simon demonstrate a thorough understanding of 
the issues facing the multi-unit development sector, he also had 
the foresight and energy to champion much-needed research.  
A true gentleman and a pleasure to have worked with. 
Bryan Maher, Director, Apartment Owners’ Network

Simon saw the need for rights for homeowners in multi-unit 
developments. He saw the benefits of mixed-tenure societies, 
the creation of communities, and the destigmatisation of social 
housing. All of these found commonality in the apartment sector 
in Ireland. Simon’s identification of a need for a paper to detail 
the complexities of the MUD sector, research overseas, best 
practice and recommendations for improvements reflected his 
understanding of housing and its importance to society. 
Paul Mooney, report author
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T
he first 390 cost rental homes have 
been approved by Government under 
the Cost Rental Equity Loan scheme, 
as announced by Minister Darragh 
O’Brien at the start of February 2021. 

This represents a new departure in the 
delivery of housing in Ireland, providing a new 
type of housing tenure in addition to social 
housing, private renting and private purchase. 
Prior to this, there were a limited number of 
cost rental pathway (pilot) projects but there 
was no nationally funded model to provide 
affordable cost rental housing.

Following an assessment process, Respond, 
Clúid and Tuath have been selected to provide 

these 390 homes. As an Approved Housing 
Body, we in Respond are experienced in this 
field. Founded in 1982, we have 10,378 
tenants living in 4,520 homes across the 26 
counties that we either own or manage; of these 
there are 4,250 Respond social tenancies. 
In addition, we have been working with our 
partners in delivering the first cost rental 
pathways (pilot) project in Enniskerry Road.

Enniskerry Road Pathfinder Project
The Enniskerry Road Pathfinder Project 
provides for the construction of 155 social and 
affordable homes which are being delivered 
by Respond and Tuath Housing Associations, 

Affordable cost rental – 
a new departure
Niamh Randall, Head of Advocacy and Communications, Respond
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in partnership with Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown 
County Council, on land provided by The 
Housing Agency under the Land Aggregation 
Scheme. Located at Enniskerry Road, 
Stepaside, Dublin 18, the site is close to a 
wide range of amenities and the cost of renting 
will be significantly less than market rents.

The project includes 50 cost rental homes 
and 105 social homes to be apportioned 
between Respond (78 homes, including 25 cost 
rental) and Tuath (77 homes, including 25 cost 
rental). They are a combination of 1-, 2- and 
3-bedroom properties, and all of the 50 cost 
rental homes will be 2-bedroom apartments. 
This project is a collaboration between Dún 
Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council, The 
Housing Agency, The Housing Finance Agency, 
The Department of Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage, Respond, and Tuath. 

A sustainable and replicable model
Over the last year, the most severe impacts of 
the Covid-19 pandemic have been on those 
who were already vulnerable: older people, 
people with pre-existing health conditions 

and people without secure homes. It has 
been shown all too clearly how having a safe, 
secure place to call home as part of a wider 
community is important to the quality of life 
and wellbeing of individuals and families.

Lack of affordable housing has the greatest 
impact on those with low incomes and living 
in poverty. It is vital to have a more affordable 
rental option for people who do not qualify for 
social housing but will never be able to afford 
to purchase their own home. This will also allow 
for greater housing choice and flexibility.

We in Respond have been advocating for 
a sustainable and replicable model to deliver 
affordable rental homes for some time, and 
we really believe this new scheme can be 
transformative. The combination of social 
housing and affordable rental homes, along 
with other tenures, has the potential to achieve 
the long-sought goal of integrated communities 
and neighbourhoods. The progress that has 
been made in implementing this model as part 
of Budget 2021 demonstrates the positive role 
that research and advocacy can make in the 
development of evidence-informed solutions.

It has been shown 
all too clearly how 
having a safe, 
secure place 
to call home as 
part of a wider 
community is 
important to the 
quality of life 
and wellbeing of 
individuals and 
families.

Construction underway at 
Enniskerry Road, south Dublin, 
which will include 50 cost 
rental homes. Under this 
scheme, rents will be based 
on the cost of provision rather 
than market-based rents or 
tenants’ incomes.
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Introduction

T
he purpose of most comparative housing 
research is to seek out common patterns 
and underlying causes, sometimes with 
the aim of establishing an explanatory 
theory, or for the purpose of establishing 

typologies of housing provision (Kemeny and 
Lowe, 1998). For example, the national social 
housing federation – the Irish Council for Social 
Housing (ICSH), which represents over 270 
housing associations across Ireland – actively 
advocates international exchange of best 

practice and policy in social and affordable 
housing at its annual conference. International 
exchange offers the opportunity to share 
practitioner perspectives on a range of housing 
issues, including: the development process, 
and its problems and solutions; the regulatory 
process; and, in some cases, methods of 
tackling residualisation through lettings 
policies, security of tenure, rental systems 
and alternatives to the ‘right to buy’ or tenant 
purchase (Brooke, 2001).

The importance  
of international exchange  
of best practice and policy 
in social and affordable housing
Sinéad Gaughan, Researcher/Analyst,  
The Dublin City Council Housing Observatory

SIMON 
BROOKE 
AWARD 
2021

Sinéad Gaughan is the winner 
of the first Simon Brooke 
Award. Sinéad’s essay was 
selected from a number of entries 
by a working group comprising 
Clúid staff and former colleagues 
of Simon in different organisations 
and academic institutions. The award 
enables the winner to travel abroad to 
learn more about the social and affordable 
housing sector internationally.
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It has been maintained by 
many, including Downey (2019), 
that in Ireland, macro-prudential 
lending rules, combined with 
house price inflation and a chronic 
shortage of affordable housing for 
sale, has locked aspirant first-time 
buyers out of home ownership and 
ensured their long-term membership 

of ‘generation rent’. However, many 
renters cannot afford the spiralling 

housing costs they face. Therefore, 
long-term investment in, and expansion 

of, local government housing stock for 
rent, with a view to limiting the reliance of 

the state on the private rental sector, could 
provide suitably priced accommodation to 
shield lower-income households from market 
vicissitudes (Corrigan et al., 2018). Norris 
and Hayden (2018) conclude that local 
government housing plays a critical role in 
housing low-income groups, particularly in 
urban areas where rents are high, housing 
supply is limited and subsidies for private 
rented housing (such as Rent Supplement and 
HAP) are difficult to operate. While Ireland 
now has a relatively small social sector, in 
fact only six countries (including the UK) 
have a bigger one. Leading the field here 
are the Netherlands, Austria and Sweden 
(Perry, 2018). The magnitude of the social 
and affordable housing challenge is not to be 
underestimated, on the basis that the position 
of owner-occupation in Irish housing policy is 
deeply entrenched. However, a strategy that 
aims not to undermine the concept of owner-
occupation, but to offer an alternative to it, 
may have a chance of success (Brooke, 2001). 
This is why Irish housing practitioners are 
looking to Europe for solutions.

Differential rent system
A variety of definitions of ‘social housing’ 
are in current usage. This paper adopts the 
definition used by Fahey (1999), which refers 
to social housing as rented housing provided 
by a local authority or a housing association. In 
2001, Brooke maintained that of all European 
countries, Britain’s housing system was, by 
far, the closest to the Irish system. In contrast 
with most European countries, both Britain 

and Ireland relied directly on local authorities 
for funding for housing. He goes on to set 
out the establishment of the differential rent 
system, in which tenants’ rent is based solely 
on household income, bearing no relationship 
to the quality or size of their housing, still 
in existence in local authority and AHB 
housing (Brooke, 2001). Such a system, while 
undeniably progressive, represents one of the 
greatest challenges with respect to practice and 
policy in social and affordable housing.

Indeed, nearly twenty years ago, Brooke 
(2001) called for a complete overhaul of 
the rental system, to replace the differential 
rent system with a national rent structure, 
in which rents would be related to property 
qualities valued by tenants. He suggested the 
development of a rental structure based on a 
points system, providing a clear link between 
rents and quality. Additionally, Tickell (1999) 
has pointed to the imperfect nature of the 
social housing ‘market’, with prospective 
and existing tenants in a weak position when 
compared with landlords. Indeed, on the basis 
that housing is essential, prospective tenants 
have very little choice and agency. Existing 
tenants have little or no ability to choose a 
different landlord if they are dissatisfied. 
Furthermore, there exists no direct correlation 
between the rent paid and the quality or size of 
the rental property.

Legacy issues also represent a challenge 
for local authorities. One such legacy issue 
is that of the continued stigma surrounding 
social housing. Brooke (2001) has highlighted 
a range of factors in this regard. Firstly, that 
social housing is often characterised as being 
targeted towards those unable to afford to 
purchase their own home contains the seeds 
of its weak standing in comparison to owner-
occupation. In addition to this, the promotion 
of owner-occupation by successive governments 
has meant that all other housing tenures 
remain, to a significant degree, subordinate. 
In addition, residualisation, defined by Brooke 
(2001) as a concentration of socially excluded 
households in social housing, has undoubtedly 
contributed to the unpopularity of social 
housing. Fahey (1999) and Guerin (1999) 
point to maintenance deficiencies, ‘problem’ 
estates and perceptions regarding antisocial 

International exchange offers the opportunity to share 
practitioner perspectives on a range of housing issues ...

One such 
legacy issue 
is that of the 
continued stigma 
surrounding 
social housing.
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behaviour as disadvantages of local authority 
housing. O’Connell (1999) refers to ‘the extent 
of stigma, prejudice and distorted imagery 
which they had to contend with from media, 
state institutions and the wide community’.

Composition and affordability
In looking for international examples of best 
practice and policy in social and affordable 
housing, an understanding of tenure 
composition is required, particularly in Europe. 
In Ireland, according to 2016 CSO figures, 
those with a mortgage make up under 30% 
of households, while approximately 20% 
are private renters. An additional 10% of 
households reside in social housing rental 
accommodation (80% of which are in local 
authority housing), while just over 40% of 
households own their properties outright 
(Corrigan et al., 2018). In the greater Dublin 
area, 50% in the Dublin City Council catchment 
are owner-occupiers, whereas South Dublin, 
DLR and Fingal each approximate the national 
average of 70%. By comparison, in Austria, 
for example, homeowners account for 55% 
of households, while social housing tenants 
represent 22% (Housing Europe, 2017).

Housing affordability is a longstanding 
and continuing theme in the literature (Meen 
and Whitehead, 2020). Corrigan et al. (2018) 
refer to certain categories of households that 
have faced persistent affordability challenges 
in Ireland, including low-income urban 
households renting in the private market. 
Having been noted by researchers for over a 
decade, it would seem that such challenges 
have persisted (Blackwell, 1989; Fahey et 
al., 2004). This raises the possibility of an 
underlying structural, as opposed to cyclical, 
issue. A direct conclusion of this is that state 
intervention will likely always be required 
in order to provide appropriately priced 
accommodation for a specific segment of the 
population. 

The research by Corrigan et al. (2018) 
also refers to a variety of international 
methodologies of defining housing affordability. 
In particular, the 30/40 benchmark appears to 
capture those households with the most acute 
housing affordability issues. Their definition 
retains the 30% housing-cost-to-income 
rule and builds on it by adding an income 
constraint, which limits the definition to those 
in the bottom 40% of the income distribution. 
They also advise that there would be 
considerable benefit, from a policy perspective, 
in adopting an affordable housing definition 

such as this for Ireland. In Austria and The 
Netherlands, where nearly half the population 
rents, public housing tenants pay between 20% 
and 30% of their income on housing. However, 
in recent years, a number of social and 
economic factors – including migration gains, 
urban convergence and income moderation – 
have begun to impact on this. Thus, between 
7% and 9% of tenants with incomes below 
the 60% median can pay up to 40% on their 
housing needs, even within public housing 
(Housing Europe, 2017).

Nugent (2018) suggests an analysis of 
median earner wages as offering a view of 
the scale of the current problem in the Irish 
housing market. In simple terms, half of all 
employees earn less than the median, and 
half earn more – such that if the median 
earner is having difficulty paying for housing, 
half of the wage-earning population will 
experience difficulty without subvention of 
the social and affordable housing market. 
In a dualist rental system, the social rented 
sector and the private rented sector are 
kept separate from one another, with the 
social rented sector operating as a safety 
net for households unable to afford market 
rents or mortgage payments. Countries 
whose rental systems have been described 
as dualist include the United Kingdom, 
Ireland and Belgium (Brooke and Downey, 
2007). Schemes such as HAP and the lack 
of alternative housing options render the 
Private Rental Sector (PRS) the dominant 
supplier of social housing. However, it has 
been argued by many that the PRS is not fit 
for the purpose of social housing provision, on 
the basis that it lacks capacity, affordability, 
security and standards (Threshold, 2019).

Currently, two-thirds of social housing 
subvention (i.e. HAP, RAS and RS payments) 
are being paid to landlords in the PRS. In 
this system, the rent payments of tenants 
who qualify for social housing are ‘topped 
up’ by local authorities, which has been 
suggested as a driver for rent increases. 
According to Finnerty and O’Connell (2019), 
there is now evidence suggesting that the 
Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) scheme 
contributes to rent inflation in cities, especially 
in areas where low-income households are 
concentrated. Norris (2018) also believes that 
HAP contributes to rent inflation, creating 
problems for others in the private rental 
market. Alarmingly, Threshold (2019b) recently 
found that tenant ‘top-ups’ have become the 
‘norm’ for HAP recipients. Almost half of their 

Alarmingly, 
Threshold (2019b) 
recently found 
that tenant  
‘top-ups’ have 
become the ‘norm’ 
for HAP recipients.
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survey respondents (48%) who are in receipt 
of HAP pay an additional ‘top-up’ directly to 
the landlord. A contrasting approach, that 
of diverting spending from the private rental 
market to local authority/AHB housing, has 
been suggested by many as a potentially 
superior method of providing secure tenancies 
and stabilising rents for low to medium 
earners. In 2014, NESC recommended 
expanding a version of the HAP to include local 
authority and housing association tenancies. 
This would, in turn, enable local authority 
housing finances to be put on a sustainable 
basis for the first time ever.

Cost rental
Cost rental, in a European context, can 
essentially be characterised as a public 
housing financial model. Cost rental housing 
is generally available to rent by a variety 
of income strata, including middle-income 
earners, as well as those on low incomes. 
In its landmark 2014 publication, Social 
Housing at the Crossroads: Possibilities for 
Investment, Provision and Cost Rental, the 
National Economic and Social Council (NESC) 
referenced the aim of a cost-rental system in 
ensuring that rent levels would be sufficient 
to cover the costs of provision. This would be 
undertaken by way of determining the pooled 

costs for a specified scheme or portfolio of 
housing, which is then distributed across 
individual housing. As a result, rents might not 
be specific to the unit itself but could rather 
be based on overall scheme costs. 

Having established the overall rent for the 
group of housing, it would then be necessary 
to identify how the rent should be allocated 
between different housing, using one of the 
following models:

(a) Current cost-rental. In this system, rents 
are based on management costs, repair 
costs, and cyclical maintenance. However, 
instead of adding the cost of servicing 
the existing loans, the capital element is 
based on the cost of replacing the existing 
housing (i.e. using current value and 
expected life). In this system, rents will 
generally increase over time.

(b) Historic cost-rental. This means that rents 
are based on management costs, repair 
costs, cyclical maintenance, and the 
cost of servicing the loan on the housing 
scheme or portfolio. In this system, rents 
will reduce over time, as the historic debt 
reduces through the maturation process, 
similar to paying down a regular mortgage 
(Downey, 2019).

Vienna, Austria: Karl Marx Hof 
building is the longest resident 
building in the World
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However, either way, whether based on 
the current or historic system, the concept 
of cost rental housing is distinct to both 
the market-based rental system and the 
differential, income-based rental system.

Cost rental housing has received 
considerable attention in recent years in 
Ireland. Indeed, in 2019, an exhibition on the 
‘Vienna Model’, comprising a large programme 
of public events and expert seminars, was 
held by Dublin City Council and The Housing 
Agency. The exhibition garnered significant 
media attention and arguably led to an 
increased public awareness of the Viennese 
approach to housing provision. Indeed, it was 
perhaps on this basis that the sod-turning 
for Ireland’s inaugural cost rental scheme 
at Enniskerry Road, Stepaside, received 
substantial positive publicity. 

Dublin City Council is also embarking on 
the delivery of a minimum of 330 cost-rental 
units on its lands at Emmet Road, Inchicore, 
alongside 130 social-rental units, a new library, 
and community facilities as part of a major 
regeneration programme. This represents a 
critical juncture, for local authorities and 
AHBs, and also for in-house architects and 
engineers contending with the viability of 
increased housing density required under the 
National Planning Framework in Project Ireland 
2040.

In short, embarking on the establishment 
of cost rental housing means returning to the 
serious challenge of producing a large and 
sustained supply of new public municipal 
housing that is available to all who choose 
it. The key objective must be to create value, 
promote innovation, and address a wide 

range of housing needs, while ensuring that 
residential construction also contributes 
to a low-carbon economy (Downey, 2019). 
Therefore, additional study of this specific area 
of housing policy and practice in other EU 
jurisdictions will be required, as is offered by 
the Simon Brooke Award.

Conclusion
The establishment of a ‘historic cost-rental’ 
approach was proposed by Simon Brooke, 
among others, as a key mechanism in changing 
the nature of overall housing provision in 
Ireland, shifting from developer-led provision 
of housing, towards greater affordability 
for renters. The vision is of a new form of 
municipal housing, comprising high-quality, 
adaptable and attractive design, including 
modular, passive housing typologies, that serve 
to support the circular economy. 

Lewis (2019) explains that the basis of 
this ‘life-cycle choice’ policy change was to 
provide multiple sources of housing supply, 
with a focus on individual choice, as advocated 
by NESC in the early 2000s. The Affordable 
Housing Bill 2020, published in January 2021, 
defines ‘cost rental’ as a new form of tenure 
and will place it on a statutory footing, financed 
by the Cost Rental Equity Loan (CREL) scheme 
(DHLGH, 2020). While, as referenced above, 
a number of cost rental pilots are already in 
development, the ring-fencing of €35 million 
for cost rental housing in 2021 represents a 
tangible expression of Government commitment 
to the large-scale development of this new 
tenure in Ireland. This represents the tangible 
legacy of Simon Brooke’s lifetime of work finally 
coming to fruition. 

The Housing Agency and 
Dublin City Council co-hosted 
an exhibition in Dublin on the 
Vienna Cost Rental Model in 
April 2019

The establishment 
of a ‘historic cost-
rental’ approach 
was proposed by 
Simon Brooke, 
among others, as 
a key mechanism 
in changing the 
nature of overall 
housing provision 
in Ireland, shifting 
from developer-
led provision 
of housing, 
towards greater 
affordability for 
renters.
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Above: Simon 
taking part in a 
demonstration for 
cycle facilities in 
1970s Cambridge

Right: Simon in 
1994 with baby 
Conall, and Simon’s 
parents, Norman 
and Margaret
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Above: Simon in 2016 with his certificate 
of Irish citizenship

Right: Simon in Dublin in the late 1980s

Below: Simon and Anna on holidays in 
Derbyshire in 2008



CornerStone Questionnaire

Inaugural Simon Brooke Lecture
The inaugural Simon Brooke Lecture will take place on 17th November 2021 at Dublin City 
Council’s Wood Quay Venue. Speakers will include an address from Anna Heussaff, Simon’s wife, 
a paper from Dutch housing academic Gerard van Bortel and one from Irish housing academic, 
Professor Michelle Norris. Sinéad Gaughan, winner of this year’s Simon Brooke Award, will also 
address the gathering. More details will be announced closer to the time. For more information, 
keep an eye on the Clúid website www.cluid.ie or email James Harold on jharold@cluid.ie.

When and why did you first 
get involved in the area of 
homelessness?
By the time I’d finished my 
degree in Engineering I had my 
doubts about an engineering 
career so I put off the decision 
by becoming a full-time volunteer 
with the Cyrenians in Cambridge. 
The Cyrenians were related to the 
Simon Community – formed by a 
split from the Simon Community 
over unpaid electricity bills.

Has your understanding 
of homelessness changed 
since then?
Yes! When I was with the 

Cyrenians I was heavily influenced by 
the counterculture movement of the time 
(1970s), as well as R.D. Laing and others, 
so I believed that we were offering homeless 
people an alternative to conventional society. 
If homelessness was a product of a sick 
society, I didn’t see any point in wasting time 
with resettlement. I was wrong.

What one policy initiative would make the 
most difference to homeless people?
More affordable housing. Whilst the causes of 
homelessness are complex, for most homeless 
people the solution is very straightforward: 
mainstream housing and supports as needed. 
It really is as simple as that.

What have you learned from homeless 
people you have met?
The ability of many homeless people I have 
known to maintain their dignity throughout 
their experience of homelessness has 
frequently made me wonder how, or if,  
I would cope in the same situation.

Do you think poverty and homelessness 
will always be with us?
Yes. Relative poverty will always be with us by 
definition and we should always be fighting 
to reduce the gap. It’s virtually impossible 
to prevent all homelessness occurring; what 
matters is reducing it to a minimum and then 
responding quickly and effectively.

Can you think of anything we can 
learn from another country about 
tackling homelessness?
Longitudinal research, which involves 
following people over a period of time, is 
extremely expensive, but it’s the best way 
of finding out whether or not policies work. 
The Housing First approach originated in the 
USA, and as a result of longitudinal research 
carried out there we know that it is not only 
a good idea, but that it works too. 

What’s the difference between NGOs 
and the statutory sector?
Less now than there used to be. But 
the NGO sector remains the source of 
innovation in the arena of homelessness.

Which matters most, charity or  
political change?
Political change.

What would you do if the homelessness 
problem was solved and you were no 
longer needed?
Party until dawn and then spend more time in 
the kitchen doing some serious cooking.

Do you give money to people who 
are begging?
Very rarely, and when I do I suspect that my 
needs are being met much more than those 
of the recipient of my change.

Simon Brooke, 
from CornerStone, 
issue no. 44,  
April 2011


