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The Uneven Geography of Housing Allowance Claims in Ireland: Administrative, Financial and Social Implications
This article employs administrative data on claimants of rent supplement – the principal housing allowance for private renting households in the Republic of Ireland - to examine spatial variations in the numbers of claimants, the cost of this benefit and the characteristics of claimant households both within and between different regions.  It reveals that these spatial variations illuminate some of the reasons for the unexpectedly high growth in both the numbers of claimants and the cost of rent supplement over the last decade.  This geographical analysis casts doubts on several of the key supposed benefits of using housing allowances, rather than capital grant aid for social housing provision, to cater for the accommodation needs of low income households.  It reveals that, due to uneven claimant geography, the costs of the former are just as difficult to control as the latter.  Moreover housing allowances do not necessarily afford claimants greater consumer choice.  As a result of funding constraints and discrimination by landlords their locational choices are severely constrained which in turn means that the socio-spatial segregation associated with housing allowances is as significant as that effected by social housing provision.
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Introduction

The last two decades have seen a series of reforms to arrangements for subsidising the housing costs of low and moderate income households, which have swept most developed economies, regardless of the broader welfare regime in operation (Kemp, 2000).  During the 1970s and 1980s governments redirected the focus of subsidies away from the supply (or capital) side towards the demand (or revenue) side, by increased use of income related housing allowances (Gibb, 2002; Priemus and Boelhouwer 1999).  This development is related to both practical and ideological factors, including: concerns regarding difficulties in targeting and controlling the level of capital subsidies; the ‘delegitimation’ of the main recipient of these subsidies – the social rented tenure; growing use of market solutions to housing need and a perception on the part of neo-liberal governments that housing allowances would afford low income households greater consumer choice than social renting (Kemp, 2000; Dunleavy, 1981).  By the 1990s however housing allowances were themselves subject to widespread reform (King, 1999; Priemus, 1998; Chen, 2005).  Ironically this development was inspired to factors similar to those which drove the preceding round of changes.  Thus housing allowance claimant numbers have increased significantly due to the same factors which have driven up social security claims generally – rising unemployment and lone parenthood and more precarious employment.  Rising claimant numbers have in turn driven costs increases but this inflation has been further invigorated by a number of other factors (Kemp, 2000).  Cuts in capital subsidies have forced social landlords to increase rents for instance, thus tenants require increased subsidisation from housing allowances, and housing allowance expenditure is obviously also very exposed to private rent inflation.  In addition policy makers in several countries have raised concerns about the inherent ‘uncontrollability’ of housing allowance expenditure – in order words because housing allowances are demand led rather than supply limited (unlike social housing for instance, to which entry is controlled by prioritisation of certain applicants and by queuing) they are very vulnerable to increases in claimant numbers and therefore expenditure during a downturn in the economic cycle (Priemus, 1990).  
These international trends in housing finance were mirrored in the Republic of Ireland.  In this country, the number of new social rented dwellings funded by government capital grants fell by two thirds between the 1970s and the 1990s, as a result of falling output and rising sales of dwellings to tenants the proportion of households living in this sector fell from ten to seven per cent between 1991 and 2002 (Norris, 2003).  Potential social tenants were redirected to the private rented sector where their housing costs were supported by rent supplement (Norris, 2003).  This, the principal Irish housing allowance scheme (a mortgage interest supplement is also available to home owners who become unemployed but claims were only 4.5 per cent of rent supplement claims in 2005) was established in 1976 and provides a cash allowance which subsidises the rent of private renting households dependant on social assistance or insurance benefits or on state supported return to work schemes.  However, unlike most other western European countries rent supplement is only available to private tenants and, within this group access, is limited to social assistance and insurance claimants who are outside the mainstream labour force (McCashin, 2005).  Social renting tenants by contrast, pay a rent which is related to their income rather than the cost of providing the dwelling.
By 1995 however, a government review raised concerns about the marked increase in the number of rent supplement claims and associated cost inflation (Review Group on the Role Of Supplementary Welfare Allowance to Relation to Housing, 1995).  These concerns were re-iterated in two further statutory reviews published in 1999 and 2006 (Inter-Departmental Committee, 1999; Comptroller and Auditor General, 2006).  Significantly the first of these reports concluded that the continued growth in rent supplement claims is difficult to explain in view of the sharp fall in unemployment as a result of the ‘Celtic tiger’ economic boom (Central Statistics Office, various years; O’Hearn, 1998).  Moreover, the second struggled to explain the marked increase in expenditure on this benefit considering the modest concurrent growth in private rents.

In an effort to explain this conundrum, this article examines an issue which has been the focus of considerable attention in the social policy, housing and urban studies literature in recent years to date been largely ignored in the research on housing allowances – claimant geography (Mohan, 2003).  As the next section explains, this analysis is based on administrative data on all rent supplement claimants between June 2004 and June 2005.  The ensuing sections employ these data to identify spatial variations in rent supplement claimant and to assesses the implications of these variations for increases in claimant numbers and cost and also for socio-spatial segregation.  The conclusions to this paper outline the implications of this analysis for the Irish rent supplement system and housing policy generally and for research on housing allowances.
Data and Methods
The data on which is article is based were drawn down from nationwide database of rent supplement claimants held by the Department of Social and Family Affairs (DSFA) on the 31st of June 2004 and 2005.  This database collates information provided by claimants for the purposes of assessing their application for this assistance.  For this purpose, the personal characteristics of each applicant in addition to their source of income are recorded.  Claimants must also notify the relevant authorities of any changes in circumstances on an ongoing basis.  

It is important to acknowledge that these data have some inherent shortcomings:

· they are administrative data, collected solely for the purpose of assessing eligibility for rent supplement and cannot shed any light on many important issues not directly relevant to this task such as the structure of claimant households or their income.

· In addition, the benefit administrators sometimes failed to record some information on clients or to record it accurately.  As a result, this analysis encompasses only 54,123 claimants, which means that 17.1 per cent of claimants in June 2005 are not included.  This omission introduced the following biases into the data set:  increased the proportion of claims of eighteen months or more duration; the proportion of married claimants and of claimants living in Dublin.  However in all cases these distortions were less than one per cent, and therefore were insufficient to introduce skew the analysis significantly.
· The database of rent supplement claimants is updated continuously by the DSFA and regular point in time outputs from the database are not normally saved.  Thus the only data available to the authors were the two outputs from the database generated for this research.  This dearth of detailed time series data on claimants precluded the use of statistical methods such as time series regression in this analysis.

· Furthermore, because access to rent supplement is dependant on level and source of income claimants obviously have an inherent interest in ensuring the information they provide matches the qualification criteria.

However, the problems associated with the re-use of these administrative data are outweighed by their richness (Central Statistics Office, 2003c).  These data provide a uniquely comprehensive and contemporaneous insight into the income and demography of this population which is not available from any other source.  Furthermore, all information supplied by applicants for rent supplement is checked against social security benefit and tax records, which indicates that the accuracy of this information is high.  For these reasons administrative records are generally favoured over survey data in the international literature on housing allowances (for instance:  Nordvik and Åhrén, 2005; Shroder, 2002).
For the purpose of conducting the analysis, claimant’s addresses were geo-coded and analysed at the following geographical levels:

· the seven regions into which the country is divided for the purposes of the national spatial planning (Government of Ireland, 2002).  Although because of the large number of claimants resident in urban areas, Dublin City and County and the four regional cities are disaggregated from these regions where possible (see Figure 1).  This level of analysis is referred to in the text as regions.

· The highest tier of local government – the operational areas of the five city and the 29 county councils, these are referred to in the text as cities and countries and

· the lowest tier of the electoral system – the electoral divisions (EDs) which, depending on population, correspond or aggregate to local election areas or wards.  These are termed ‘localities’ in the text.

However due to the aforementioned shortcomings in the data, particularly the lack of time series data, subsequent analysis of this dataset was conducted mainly by inspection rather than formal analysis.
Figure 1 here.

Background

As mentioned above, rent supplement provides a cash allowance which subsidises the rent of private renting households dependant on social assistance or insurance benefits or on state supported return to work schemes.  Unlike social security systems in several other western European countries, neither social assistance nor insurance payments in Ireland make allowance for housing costs (Kemp, 2000).  Thus rent supplement covers the vast majority of the rent costs of claimants of these benefits, although recipients of the relatively more generous social insurance supports must pay a larger contribution to their rent than their counterparts on social assistance.  Benefit claimants can work for a limited number of hours per week or participate in a state supported return to work or education scheme and still retain a proportion of their rent supplement, but if they enter mainstream employment of more than 30 hours per week, the benefit is withdrawn at a rate of 100 per cent.  
In June 2005 rent supplement payments covered an average of 85.7 per cent of the rent costs of all claimants.  At this time 57,960 claimants were in receipt of this support which constitutes 38.3 per cent of the approximately 11 per cent of the Irish households accommodated in the private rented sector (Central Statistics Office, 2004).  The scheme is a national rather than a local benefit.  Thus, decisions regarding its design are reached centrally, it is funded from central taxation and the officials responsible for its implementation locally have very limited powers to vary its terms (Comptroller and Auditor General, 2006).

The level of the subsidy which rent supplement claimants receive towards their rent is calculated as follows:

rent supplement = (ai - mr) - (i - d)

where

ai is assessable income, which includes all income with the exception of that received from a limited number of secondary benefits (for instance child benefit and income supplement for low income employed families)
mr is the maximum rent for which rent supplement is available.  This is calculated with reference to actual rent together with the cap on the rent which the benefit will cover.  The latter varies regionally and also according to household size and type of accommodation, it is updated every 15 months by the DSFA with reference to trends in market rents
i is actual income, and

d is prescribed deductions from actual income, which are the secondary benefits mentioned above.
The last two decades has seen a marked increase in both the numbers of claimants and the cost of rent supplement although growth in the latter has generally outpaced the former.  Table 1 details these trends from 1994 (the earliest date for which data are available).  It reveals that use of this scheme has grown each year since then, although the pace of expansion in claimant numbers has varied.  Year-on-year claimant growth totalled 40.9 per cent between 1994 and 2000 which significantly outpaced growth in all social security benefits.  Rent supplement claims grew even faster between 2001 and June 2005 – by 31 per cent – but the rate of increase varied significantly over this five year period.  The numbers of claimants grew by 20.4 per cent between 2001 and 2002, but after this growth  fell sharply and has failed to keep pace with rises in all social security benefit claimants.

Table 1 here.

Table 1 also examines trends in rent supplement costs and compares them to costs in the private rented residential market as a whole.  It reveals that overall expenditure on rent supplement grew by 117 per cent between 1995 and 2000.  Although, per claimant expenditure on this benefit grew at just over half this rate – 62 per cent –  private residential rents grew by only 28 per cent over this five year period.  Rent supplement expenditure grew by 104.5 per cent between 2001 and June 2005, although most of this increase was concentrated in the early years of that period.  This development may have been influenced by the fall in private sector rent inflation from 2002.
Spatial Distribution of Rent Supplement Claimants

Regional Distribution

Figure 2 below compares the regional distribution of rent supplement claimants in 2005 to information on the locations of all households in the country and all private renting households, which is taken from Census 2002.  It highlights a number of noteworthy differences between the three groups.  For instance, rent supplement claimants are more heavily concentrated in cities than the population at large.  52.6 per cent of claimants live in the operational areas of four regional city councils or Dublin City and County Councils, compared to 37.1 per cent of the whole national population.  In contrast, all of the seven more rural regions examined here accommodate fewer rent supplement claimants than would be expected considering their share of the national population.  This graph also reveals a marked co-incidence between the location of rent supplement claimants and private renting households in general.  When examined in regional terms, the spatial distribution of social renting households in Ireland also broadly reflects that of rent supplement claimants, although not as closely as that of the latter and private sector tenants.

Figure 2 here.

Regional Distribution and Claimant Characteristics.

Table 2 compares the regional distribution and the personal characteristics and source of income of rent supplement claimants.  In this regard it reveals a number of noteable trends:

· women make up a clear majority of claimants in all parts of the country besides the regional cities.

· The age structure of claimants does not vary significantly between different regions of the country.

· The majority of claimants are single in all parts of the country, although the proportion of claimants resident in Dublin City and County who are married is relatively high.

· In addition, Irish nationals make up the majority of claimants in all of the regions under examination with the exception of Dublin City and County.  Here a relatively large proportion of claimants are citizens of European countries outside of the European Union and of African states.
· Outside Dublin rent supplement claimants are more likely to rely on unemployment supports (both social assistance and insurance) as their source of income.

· Whereas, in Dublin and the Mid East and Midland regions a large proportion of rent supplement claimants are reliant on the One Parent Family Payment (the main social assistance support for single parents) as their source of income.  
· In the first of these regions recipients of Supplementary Welfare Allowance (a social assistance support for those who do not quality for other benefits) are also more common than is the case in the rent supplement population at large.  Detailed analysis reveals that this trend is the result of the relatively large number of foreign national rent supplement claimants living in this region as claimants in this category are less likely to quality for mainstream social security benefits than their Irish counterparts.  Foreign national claimants are also more likely to be married than their Irish counterparts which explains the high numbers of married claimants in Dublin.
Table 2 here.

Additional analysis of these trends was conducted by means of a Cramers’ V test.  This found a statistically significant relationship between both gender and nationality and the cities and counties where rent supplement claimants reside (at .146 and .102 respectively).  While no significant relationships were found between the other variables and location.

Recent Changes in Regional Distribution

Table 3 details changes in places of residence of all rent supplement claimants between 2001 (the earliest date for which data are available) and 2005.  It also highlights regional variations in the proportion of claimants who had been in receipt of rent supplement for eighteen months or longer (hereafter: long term claimants) at the latter date and changes in the proportion of claimants in this category between 2005 and 2004.  The data on which this table is based did not allow for the disaggregation of claimants resident in regional cities from those living in the surrounding regions.  Nevertheless, it highlights some trends that are significant from the perspective of the discussion at hand.  For instance, it reveals that the 28.8 per cent rise in rent supplement claimants between 2001 and 2004 was not evenly distributed around the country.  Dublin City and County and the surrounding Mid East Region saw by far the greatest increase in this regard (43.8 and 42.3 per cent respectively).  Moreover, in Dublin and the Mid East, this development was accompanied by substantial recent increases in long term claimants.  In contrast there is no obvious relationship between trends in claimant numbers and claim duration in the other regions of the country.

Table 3 here.

Spatial Distribution and Claimant Numbers

As mentioned above, rising numbers of rent supplement claimants inspired a statutory review of this benefit in the mid 1990s (Review Group on the Role of Supplementary Welfare Allowance in Relation to Housing, 1995).  This report attributed the growth in claimant numbers to: the demand led rather than supply limited nature of the scheme; increased awareness of the benefit leading to increased take up; rising numbers of one parent families and single person households; falling social housing output; high levels of unemployment and increasing immigration.

A second statutory review conducted in 1999 also examined this issue and concluded that the first three of these factors remain significant drivers of the continued growth in rent supplement claims during the late 1990s, but proffered a different analysis of the influence of the latter three (Inter -Departmental Committee, 1999).  It argued that social housing output and new lettings does influence rent supplement claims, but not significantly, because trends in the latter did not mirror trends in the former during the 1990s.  It acknowledged that as rates of immigration increased during the late 1990s, the impact of this factor on rent supplement claims also grew.  However it struggled to explain the continued growth in rent supplement claims in view of the sharp fall in the rate of unemployment during the latter half of the 1990s.  It proposed that this trend may be in part related to: ‘disincentives faced by some recipients of the loss of rent supplement on taking up employment’ which means that rent supplement claimants are less likely to enter the labour market than the general unemployed population (Inter-Departmental Committee, 1999: 18).

The available data does not allow for examination of geographical variations in all of the drivers of rent supplement claim increases identified above.  Spatial divergences in the take up of the benefit cannot be identified for instance.  However, the majority of the drivers of rising claimant numbers mentioned in the 1995 and 1999 statutory reviews can be spatially analysed.

The social and housing related drivers of rent supplement claimant growth identified in these reports are examined in Table 4.  This Table employs sketches the spatial distribution of the 10.8 per cent decline in social rented dwellings between 1991 and 2002.  In the case of Dublin City and County it reveals an obvious relationship between falling social dwellings and rising rent supplement claims.  This region saw by far the largest absolute and relative fall in social renting in the country, which may have driven potential social tenants into the private rented sector and may therefore explain why this region is also characteristised by high levels of rent supplement claimants and rises in the number of these claimants in recent years.  Parallel trends are evident in the South East and the Mid West regions.  Whereas in several other parts of the country such as the Border and Midland regions, growth in rent supplement claims were lower because the simultaneous growth in the social rented sector absorbed potential claimants.  However the Mid East is an exception to this trend.  Here rent supplement claims grew by 42.3 per cent between 2001 and 2004 despite the fact that social renting households also grew by 6.5 per cent between 1991 and 2001.  It is likely that this development was driven by the displacement of potential social housing tenants from Dublin into rent supplement accommodation in these surrounding counties (a pattern which mirrors trends among the Irish population at large) (Gkartzios and Scott, 2005).

Table 4 here.

The preceding discussion has also highlighted a marked coincidence between the regional distribution of private renting households and that of rent supplement claimants.  Regional variations in these two variables are examined in Table 4.  These data reveal that the growth in rent supplement claimants in Dublin in recent years has been accompanied by a marked rise in the number of private renting households, although this growth appears more modest when expressed in relative terms because the number of private tenants in this part of the country was already relatively high in 1991.  Whereas outside of Dublin there appears to be no obvious relationship between regional growth in rent supplement claims and private rented households as a whole which indicates that spatial variations in the latter are not a key determinant of the locations where recipients of the former benefit reside.

Table 4 also examines the role that spatial variations in rising numbers of claimants of the One Parent Family Payment, falling unemployment and increased numbers of immigrants (measured by the proxy: persons born abroad) have played in shaping geographical differences in rent supplement claimant numbers.  Of these three factors, spatial variations in immigration appear to be the most important determinant of the geography of rent supplement claimant growth.  In the West and Border regions for instance claims of this benefit have risen modestly in recent years despite the fact that claims of One Parent Family Payment have grown by the national average rate and reductions in unemployment has been below average.  Whereas in Dublin both rent supplement claims and the proportion of residents born abroad have risen radically in recent years, but registered unemployment here has fallen by more than the national average and recipients of the one parent family risen by below average.  This finding reflects the fact that immigrants are significantly more likely to claim rent supplement than are their Irish born counterparts.  Excluding UK and US citizens, foreign nationals constituted 4.9 per cent of the Irish population in 2002 but they accounted for 18 per cent of rent supplement claimants in June 2005 (Central Statistics Office, 2003b).  More detailed analysis reveals that African nations are the most over represented group in this regard – they accounted for 9.4 per cent of rent supplement claimants in 2005 but only 0.5 per cent of the Irish population in 2002.  In view of Ireland’s relatively illiberal work visa policy for applicants from outside the EU it is likely that the majority of claimants from countries in this category entered Ireland through the asylum route (Fanning et al 2000).  This finding, together with the relatively high number of African rent supplement claimants resident in Dublin City and County which was highlighted in Table 2 indicates, it is not regional differences in immigration per se but rather the locations of refugees which is the key driver of spatial variations in rent supplement claimant rates.

As mentioned above the 1999 statutory review of rent supplement attributed the failure of falling unemployment to effect a reduction in rent supplement claimants to unemployment traps that discourage benefit claimants who are also in receipt of this supplement from exiting the benefit system.  This view is reiterated by the data presented in Table 3 which indicates that rising numbers of long term claimants particularly in Dublin City and County is associated with increased claimant numbers.  Thus geographical variations in claim duration rates may be related to variations in the severity of these traps in different parts of the country (Comptroller and Auditor General, 2006).  At a national level McCashin (2004) argues that the rate at which rent supplement and other social security benefits are withdrawn as claimants increase their working hours are key contributors to the unemployment trap.  Arrangements for the withdrawal of these supports do not vary between different parts of the country.  However, the potential for replacement of lost social security benefit income in terms of earnings levels, and also the potential additional costs of working in terms of rent levels, do vary geographically.
Detailed analysis of this issue reveals that claimants living in Dublin City and County and Mid East region pay the highest rents in the country.  Rents in these regions are 20.6 per cent higher than the national average.  Incomes in Dublin and the Mid East are also higher than average but not enough to offset higher rent costs thus rents account for 16 per cent of net weekly household income in Dublin and the Mid East compared to 12 per cent in other regions.  This indicates that, rent supplement recipients resident in these regions would have to secure a higher proportion of the average local income in order to compensate for the loss of this assistance, than would their counterparts in other areas and that the disincentives to take up employment are greater for claimants in Dublin and the Mid East, which may explain the longer average claim duration in these regions.

Spatial Distribution and Cost

The uneven spatial distribution of the recent increases in rent supplement claims also has a number of implications for the cost of this scheme.   Firstly, the higher concentrations of claimants in Dublin City and County and the Mid East inflate the cost of this scheme because as mentioned above, the rents charged in this location are significantly higher than more rural parts of the country.  Detailed analysis of this issue indicates that the cost of rents subsidised under the rent supplement scheme in 2005 was approximately five per cent higher than it would have been had the spatial dispersion of rent supplement matched that of all households in the country.  Secondly, in view of the recent rise in the proportion of rent supplement claimants resident in Dublin and the Mid East the cost of this scheme is likely to continue to rise faster than the number of claimants because rents in these areas are the highest in the country.  Furthermore, it is likely that this trend will be reinforced by the longer average claim duration in these parts of the country.  In June 2005 rents paid for properties occupied by households that had been dependant on rent supplement for eighteen months or longer were 3.6 per cent higher than the rents levied on dwellings occupied by their short term counterparts.   Although the shortcomings of the database on which this analysis is based did not allow for investigation of the causes of these variations in claim duration, such as differences in the size of long and short term claimant households for example.
Spatial Distribution and Segregation
In many other western European countries the last two decades have seen growing concerns about the negative ‘area effects’ associated with concentrations of low income households in large social housing estates which have inspired action by government to combat this segregation by mixing communities (Atkinson and Kintrea, 2001).  In Ireland these concerns were heightened by the acute residualisation of the social rented sector - in 2000 62.2 per cent of social tenants had incomes below 60 per cent of median compared to 22.1 per cent of all households (Fahey et al, 2004; Norris and Murray, 2001).   These concerns, together with fears about the inadequate supply of housing for low income groups, have recently inspired the introduction of radical tenure mixing legislation (Norris, 2006).  The Planning and Development Act, 2000 enables local authorities to require that up to 20 per cent of land zoned for residential development is employed to meet the need for social housing to rent and ‘affordable housing’ for sale at below market value to low income groups (Department of the Environment and Local Government, 2000).  Notably the private rented and rent supplement sectors are ignored by this measure, despite the fact the latter system accommodates half as many households as the social rented sector, rent supplement claimants are all benefit dependant and therefore are by definition disadvantaged and the marked concurrence in some regions between the locations of rent supplement and social renting tenants highlighted in Figure 2 highlights the potential for the social segregation caused by the former type of accommodation to be reinforced by the latter (Punch, 2005).
In Table 6 the extent to which the rent supplement system contributes to socio-spatial segregation is assessed and compared to the potential role that direct provision of social housing by local authorities (which provide approximately 90 per cent of the social housing in Ireland) plays in this regard (Norris, 2003).  On the basis of an analysis of the 3,441 electoral divisions in the country, it identifies those EDs where the proportion of households in the following categories is at or above twice the national average:

· social rented households (national average is 6.9 per cent of all households)

· private rented households in receipt of rent supplement (national average is 3.8 per cent of all households)

· social rented households and private rented households in receipt of rent supplement (national average is 10.6 per cent of all households).
Table 5 here.

This analysis reveals that the socio-spatial segregation effected by the rent supplement system is as significant as that associated with social housing provision.  Although the former sector accommodates only half as many households as the latter, households in both sectors are concentrated in a similar number of EDs – 197 in the case of social housing and 182 in the case of rent supplement.

Table 5 also demonstrates that spatial concentrations of rent supplement claimants are largely confined to large urban areas.  119 of the EDs in this category are located in Dublin City and County or in the regional cities.  More detailed analysis reveals that in the case of Dublin, these electoral divisions are largely confined to the city centre (39 EDs in the operational area of Dublin City Council are in this category) and the west of the region (the operational areas of Fingal and South Dublin County Councils both include 10 EDs of this type).  Whereas affluent south Dublin (Dún Laoghaire Rathdown County Council area) contains only one ED in this category.  EDs were rent supplement claimant numbers are high are dispersed as follows between the regional cities:  Cork (24), Limerick (13), Galway (10) and Waterford (12).  
Notably, from the perspective of socio-spatial segregation, many of the urban local authority areas where concentrations of rent supplement claimants are high also include large concentrations of social housing.  In order to assess the implications of these two types of concentrations in more detail, the relevant EDs in Dublin City and County and the regional cities were mapped.  These exercise revealed that many EDs where rent supplement claimants make up a large proportion of all households are located adjacent to one another, thus forming larger spatial concentrations of potential disadvantage. In addition, in some cases, spatial concentrations of rent supplement claimants are bordered by concentrations of social tenants which may further increase socio-spatial segregation. 
These findings are illustrated in Figures 3 and 4 which employ the examples of Dublin and Limerick City Councils.  Figure 3 reveals that in the centre of Dublin city adjacent spatial concentrations of social renters, rent supplement claimants and of households in both these categories, combine to form a very large cluster of low income households, stretching across 49 EDs.  Notably the rent supplement claimant population in the centre of Dublin is dominated by foreign nationals, most particularly by citizens of African states.  While Figure 4 demonstrates that large concentrations of social rented households in the northern and southern peripheries of Limerick city are linked by large concentrations of rent supplement claimants and concentrations of both social tenants and rent supplement claimants in the city centre, which comprises 20 EDs in total.

Figures 3 and 4 here.

In the remainder of the Dublin region two additional large clusters of low income households were identified by this analysis.  Spatial concentrations of rent supplement claimants and social tenants in County Fingal combine to form a large concentration of nine EDs which stretches from the north to the south of the county.   In the South Dublin County Council operational area similar occupancy pattern has created a large concentration of social and rent supplement renting households stretching across 14 EDs.  In a number of localities in both these areas the proportion of rent supplement claimants who are foreign nationals is also high.  In the Cork City Council operational area there is a cluster of 39 adjacent EDs, distinguished by a high proportion of social and rent supplement tenants.  Galway city has only two EDs where the proportion of households living in social housing is high, but both are bounded by six electoral divisions characterised by large concentrations of rent supplement claimants and concentrations of both households in both categories.  11 EDs in Waterford city accommodate twice the national average proportion of social tenants which, together with seven adjacent concentrations of rent supplement claimants, cover most of the city.

Conclusions
This article has examined the geography of claimants of rent supplement - the principal housing allowance for private renting, benefit dependant households in the Republic of Ireland – and analysed the reasons for and the implications of these claimant patterns.

In relation to the first of these issues this analysis has revealed that claimants are concentrated in Dublin and the surrounding region, that this pattern has intensified in recent years, and has been accompanied by rising numbers of long term claimants in this part of the country.  The key personal characteristics of claimants also vary regionally.  Most notably, Irish nationals make up great the majority of claimants in all of the regions under examination with the exception of Dublin City and County where they are only a slight majority.  
Although there is also a marked coincidence between the locations of rent supplement claimants and all private renting tenants, spatial variations in growth in the latter type of household do not explain the geography of growth in the former.  Rather spatial variations in rent supplement claimant growth are related to the availability of other housing options for potential claimants locally – principally to the supply of social rented housing - and more closely to the socio-demographic characteristics of the local private renting population.  In common with many other Western European countries, the size of the immigrant population and of former asylum seekers in particularly, appears to be of most consequence (Gustafsson, et al, 2002; Dahl and Lorentzen, 2003).  Higher claim duration in the Dublin and Mid East regions and associated lower exit rate from this benefit and has contributed to higher claimant numbers in this part of the country.  This pattern is related to higher rents in Dublin and the Mid East which are not offset by higher incomes, thus the poverty trap is stronger here.
In terms its implications of these findings, this article has demonstrated that the uneven spatial distribution of rent supplement claimants has contributed to higher claimant numbers in the country as a whole and also higher costs   This is because, firstly, higher concentrations of claimants in Dublin and the Mid East where rents are higher obviously inflate the costs of this scheme.  Secondly, in view of the recent rise in the proportion of rent supplement claimants resident in these regions the cost of this scheme is likely to continue to rise faster than the number of claimants.  Rent supplement claimant geography has also contributed to socio-spatial segregation in Irish cities.  This is because recipients of this support are also benefit dependent and therefore by definition disadvantaged and they tend to be spatially clustered, particularly in cities.  Moreover many localities which contain concentrations of rent supplements claimants are located are located adjacent to one another and/or adjacent to concentrations of social housing tenants, who are also highly likely to be disadvantaged, thus forming larger spatial concentrations of potential disadvantage.  This also implies that the geography of rent supplement claimants which to date has been largely ignored in the international literature on housing allowances also merits more consideration by other researchers in this field.
The geography of rent supplement claimants also has a number of significant implications for housing policy.  Firstly, it indicates that the costs of this benefit are more difficult to control than the recent analysis of this issue by the Irish government’s Comptroller and Auditor General (2006) implies.  This report argues attributes the higher rent increases in the rent supplement sector compared to the general private rental market to the failure of administrators to adjust the maximum rents paid under this scheme in the event of falling rents in the market at large.  However the preceding analysis indicates that claimant geography has also contributed to this disconnect between rent supplement rents and all private rents and is likely to further increase it in the future.  This view of supported by the international literature on housing allowances and the experiences of governments in several western European countries which indicates that expenditure on this area is very difficult to control  (Priemus, 1990).  Secondly, this analysis casts doubts on two of the key supposed benefits of using housing allowances, rather than social housing, to accommodate low income households – additional choice for tenants and avoiding the socio-spatial segregation often associated with social sector provision (Kemp, 2000).  The locational choices of rent supplement claimants in Ireland are severely constrained, particularly in cities where they are largely confined to low income areas.  This may be because they are considered ‘undesirable’ by landlords, consequently those with properties in high demand location are unwilling to let to them (Guerin, 1999).  
However, measures to address the rent supplement generated socio-spatial segregation highlighted by the proceeding analysis have recently been announced.  Under this reform, entitled the Rental Accommodation Scheme, local authorities will assume responsibility for accommodating rent supplement claimants of eighteen months or more duration.  These households will be accommodated in social housing where available, left in their existing accommodation where appropriate or transferred to alternative private rented accommodation which will be long term leased for this purpose.  One of the aims of this scheme to ‘facilitate social mix through providing a wider geographical spread of [claimant’s] housing’ (Department of the Environment, Heritage And Local Government, undated: 2). The particularly large clusters of rent supplement in Dublin City and County and the regional cities indicates that this objective is laudable but achieving it will require concerted action on the part of the relevant local authorities.
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Tables

Table 1: Rent Supplement Claimant Numbers and Expenditure, 1994 – 2005
	Year
	Rent Supplement Claimants
	Rent Supplement Expenditure (at constant 1994 prices)
	Private Residential Rent Inflation (% annual increase)

	
	N
	As a % of all social security benefit claimants
	€
	As a % of all social security benefit expenditure
	

	1994
	28,800
	3.5
	56,884,266
	1.5
	Nav

	1995
	31,800
	3.8
	67,688,876
	1.7
	0.9

	1996
	34,700
	4.0
	76,173,704
	1.8
	1.7

	1997
	36,800
	4.2
	90,336,946
	2.1
	2.8

	1998
	40,000
	4.8
	103,151,658
	2.3
	6.6

	1999
	41,900
	5.0
	115,896,404
	2.6
	5.5

	2000
	42,700
	5.2
	129,642,842
	2.2
	16.2

	2001
	45,000
	5.2
	152,310,591
	2.4
	10

	2002
	54,200
	6.0
	203,719,085
	2.7
	-2

	2003
	59,976
	6.3
	256,948,730
	3.2
	-4.7

	2004
	57,872
	6.0
	262,255,064
	Nav
	-2.9

	2005
	57,960
	6.0 
	Nav
	Nav
	4.3


Source: Central Statistics Office (2005); Department of Social and Family Affairs (various years); Inter-Departmental Committee (1999) and data generated from the database of rent supplement claimants.

Note: All data refer to the 31st of December with the exception of data for 2005, which refer to the 30th of June (in the case of claimant number data) and January to June (in the case of expenditure data).
Table 2:  Personal Characteristics of Rent Supplement Claimants by Region, 2005.

	 
	Dublin
	Regional cities
	Border
	Mid East
	Midland
	Mid West
	South East
	South West
	West
	Total

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	N

	Gender
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Male
	42.1
	49.7
	41.5
	34.8
	38.9
	41.5
	42.1
	39.5
	41.2
	22,922

	Female
	57.9
	50.3
	58.5
	65.2
	61.1
	58.5
	57.9
	60.5
	58.8
	31,201

	Age
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	19 or less
	1.9
	2.4
	3.0
	2.1
	3.3
	2.3
	3.2
	1.8
	1.5
	1,247

	20 to 29
	36.5
	36.2
	36.0
	38.4
	36.1
	31.6
	34.5
	30.3
	25.8
	18,827

	30 to 39
	33.8
	27.8
	26.0
	27.9
	25.4
	25.6
	24.5
	25.8
	25.1
	15,604

	40 to 49
	14.6
	15.6
	16.8
	15.6
	15.6
	17.0
	17.7
	16.5
	19.8
	8,701

	50 to 64
	9.8
	13.3
	12.9
	10.8
	14.2
	15.8
	14.2
	16.4
	18.6
	6,902

	65 or More
	3.3
	4.7
	5.3
	5.1
	5.4
	7.7
	5.8
	9.2
	9.2
	2,842

	Marital Status
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	Cohabiting
	2.7
	2.2
	3.0
	2.6
	3.3
	4.3
	3.1
	2.8
	2.8
	1,513

	Divorced /separated/ widowed
	14.8
	14.5
	20.1
	18.5
	20.7
	21.4
	21.6
	20.2
	21.8
	9,469

	Married
	20.4
	10.5
	13.4
	15.5
	14.6
	12.2
	10.3
	14.6
	14.9
	8,436

	Single
	61.4
	71.9
	63.0
	62.9
	60.4
	61.6
	64.2
	61.6
	59.6
	34,295

	Unknown
	0.7
	0.9
	0.5
	0.5
	1.0
	0.5
	0.7
	0.8
	0.9
	410

	Nationality
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	Ireland
	51.2
	70.7
	64.5
	60.9
	71.2
	70.1
	74.0
	62.5
	63.9
	33,145

	United Kingdom
	2.5
	5.4
	11.5
	4.0
	6.8
	6.5
	8.4
	9.8
	10.5
	3,186

	Other European Union
	3.2
	3.0
	1.8
	3.2
	1.9
	2.2
	1.6
	3.6
	2.5
	1,506

	Rest of Europe
	8.5
	1.8
	1.3
	2.9
	1.0
	0.8
	0.8
	2.2
	0.5
	2,214

	USA
	0.2
	0.3
	0.2
	0.2
	0.1
	0.4
	0.3
	0.3
	0.4
	116

	Africa
	17.6
	4.6
	6.2
	8.9
	3.9
	3.2
	1.7
	4.1
	2.1
	5,074

	Other countries
	16.8
	14.2
	14.4
	20.0
	15.2
	16.8
	13.3
	17.6
	20.1
	919

	Unknown
	0.1
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	7,963

	Benefit Type
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Old age payments
	2.5
	3.6
	3.2
	3.4
	3.3
	5.3
	3.4
	6.3
	5.9
	1,961

	One Parent Family Payment
	26.7
	18.4
	24.1
	31.6
	26.0
	24.6
	22.5
	23.8
	22.7
	13,621

	Child Related Payments
	0.6
	0.3
	0.4
	1.1
	0.6
	0.4
	0.6
	0.7
	0.7
	315

	Disability and caring Payments
	14.4
	23.7
	18.8
	15.4
	24.5
	23.4
	22.2
	22.5
	26.0
	10,311

	Unemployment supports
	24.9
	32.3
	31.0
	20.9
	26.7
	27.3
	29.0
	22.5
	23.6
	14,306

	Employment supports
	2.8
	6.1
	3.0
	2.9
	2.1
	4.0
	2.3
	3.2
	2.5
	2,607

	Supplementary Welfare Allowance
	21.8
	8.5
	13.7
	17.7
	10.2
	6.5
	11.7
	11.5
	13.0
	8,378

	Miscellaneous
	5.6
	6.8
	5.0
	5.4
	6.4
	8.3
	7.5
	9.1
	5.5
	2,277

	Not recorded
	0.8
	0.3
	0.7
	1.6
	0.2
	0.1
	0.7
	0.4
	0.1
	347


Source:  data generated from the database of rent supplement claimants.
Table 3
% Change in the Spatial Distribution of All Rent Supplement Claimants and Long Term Claimants Between June 2004 and June 2005 and Spatial Distribution of Long Term Claimants as a % of all Claimants, June 2005

	 
	Change in all claimants

2001-2004

%
	Long Term Claimants as a % of all Claimants, 2005
	Change in Long term Claimants  2004- 2005

%

	Dublin City and County
	43.8
	59.9
	21.8

	Border 
	8.1
	50.8
	15.1

	Mid East
	42.3
	56.2
	18.0

	Midland
	16.8
	46.0
	13.1

	Mid West
	31.5
	51.3
	17.7

	South East
	28.5
	49.4
	20.7

	South West
	21.4
	54.5
	8.7

	West Region
	8.0
	57.2
	8.5

	Nationwide
	28.8
	55.9
	16.8


Note:  The data on which this table is based did not allow for the disaggregation of claimants resident in regional cities therefore these data are included in the pertinent region.  Data for North and South Tipperary County Councils could also not be disaggregated.  Therefore these data are excluded from this table.
Source: data generated from the database of rent supplement claimants and Department of Social and Family Affairs (Various Years).

Table 4:
% and Absolute Change in Households Living in the Private and Social Rented Tenures, Recipients of One Parent Family Payment, Registered Unemployed and Persons Born Abroad by Region, 1991-2002.

	
	Private Renting Households
	Social Renting Households
	Recipients of One Parent Family Payment
	Registered Unemployed
	Persons Born Abroad

	
	N
	%
	N
	%
	N
	%
	N
	%
	N
	%

	Dublin City and County
	18,252
	49.9
	-10,462
	-24.3
	18641
	29.8
	-42318
	-50.5
	57141
	80.2

	Regional Cities
	8,004
	72.9
	-1,454
	-10.9
	Nav
	Nav
	Nav
	Nav
	Nav
	Nav

	Border
	5,128
	73.4
	323
	4.0
	7252
	31.1
	-12238
	-32.3
	18656
	53.0

	Mid East
	5,155
	107.1
	424
	6.5
	7332
	40.4
	-8472
	-42.4
	20130
	96.4

	Midland
	2,929
	98.5
	133
	3.4
	4116
	34.7
	-5363
	-35.4
	8743
	96.9

	Mid West
	4,222
	110.4
	-147
	-3.3
	4709
	33.1
	-6984
	-36.1
	9911
	64.5

	South East
	5,026
	100.6
	-181
	-2.1
	6751
	36.2
	-7366
	-29.4
	12301
	79.0

	South West
	6,776
	100.6
	427
	6.2
	8986
	31.0
	9776
	-68.0
	20988
	66.3

	West
	4,543
	128.8
	214
	5.6
	5482
	30.2
	-11361
	-39.7
	18345
	77.2

	Nationwide
	60,035
	73.7
	-10,723
	-10.8
	63269
	32.3
	-121854
	-43.3
	166215
	74.6


Source:  Central Statistics Office (1996, 1997, 2003b, 2004) and Department of Social and Family Affairs (various years).

Note:  Nav means not available.  In the case of recipients of One Parent Family Payment, registered unemployed and persons born abroad, rhea data on which this table is based did not allow for the disaggregation of claimants resident in regional cities therefore these data are included in the pertinent region.  Data for North and South Tipperary County Councils could also not be disaggregated.  Therefore these data are excluded from this table.
Table 5
Electoral Divisions where the Percentage of Households Accommodated in Social Rented, Private Rented and Rent Supplement Subsidised Housing is at or Above Twice the National Average, 2002

	
	Social Renters as % of all Households
	Rent Supplement Renters as % of all Households
	Rent Supplement & Social Renters as % of all Households

	Dublin City and County
	68
	60
	64

	Regional Cities
	59
	59
	67

	Border
	19
	11
	7

	Mid East
	9
	8
	4

	Midland
	10
	3
	2

	Mid West
	5
	4
	2

	South East
	21
	15
	11

	South West
	3
	10
	3

	West
	3
	12
	3

	Nationwide
	197
	182
	163


Source:  Data generated by the Central Statistics Office from the Census of Population, 2002, small area population statistics and data generated from the database of rent supplement claimants.

Figures

Figure 1
Regions and Main Cities of the Republic of Ireland
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Figure 2
 Spatial Distribution of the Rent Supplement Claimant Population (2005) compared to all Households and all Private and Social Renting Households in the State (2002), %
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Source:  Central Statistics Office (2003a, 2004) and data generated from the database of rent supplement claimants.

Figure 3
Electoral Divisions in Dublin City Where is the % of Households Accommodated in Social Housing (2002 data) and Rent Supplement Subsidised Accommodation (June 2005 data) is at or Above Twice the National Average.
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Source:  Data generated from the Census of Population, 2002 small area population statistics and from the database of rent supplement claimants. 

Figure 4
Electoral Divisions in Limerick City Where is the % of Households Accommodated in Social Housing (2002 data) and Rent Supplement Subsidised Accommodation (June 2005 data) is at or Above Twice the National Average.
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Source:  Data generated from the Census of Population, 2002 small area population statistics and from the database of rent supplement claimants.
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Sheet1

								Private Rented		Private rented								Social Rented		Social rented				All Households								Rent Supplement Households

				1991		2002		% Change		2002%				1991		2002		% Change		2002%

				N		N								N		N

		Dublin City and County		36,579		54,831		49.9%		38.8				43,141		32,679		-24.3%		37.0				Dublin Region		379372		29.5				Dublin Region		19137		39.8

		Regional Cities		10,986		18,990		72.9%		13.4				13,351		11,897		-10.9%		13.5				Regional Cities		98039		7.6				Regional Cities		6135		12.8

		Border		6,991		12,119		73.4%		8.6				8,157		8,480		4.0%		9.6				Border Region		142043		11.0				Border Region		4054		8.4

		Mid-East		4,813		9,968		107.1%		7.0				6,548		6,972		6.5%		7.9				Mid east		128724		10.0				Mid east		3873		8.1

		Midland		2,974		5,903		98.5%		4.2				3,877		4,010		3.4%		4.5				Midlands		72435		5.6				Midlands		1714		3.6

		Mid-West		3,824		8,046		110.4%		5.7				4,460		4,313		-3.3%		4.9				Mid West		92465		7.2				Mid west		2209		4.6

		South-East		4,995		10,021		100.6%		7.1				8,698		8,517		-2.1%		9.7				South east		123561		9.6				Southeast		3914		8.1

		South-West		6,735		13,511		100.6%		9.6				6,849		7,276		6.2%		8.2				Southwest		148570		11.5				South West		4142		8.6

		West		3,527		8,070		128.8%		5.7				3,848		4,062		5.6%		4.6				West		102749		8.0				West		2857		5.9

										100.0										100.0												Total		48035		100.0

				81,424		141,459		73.7%						98,929		88,206		-10.8%

						38.76

						13.42

				All Households								All rent supplement claimants

				Dublin City		180852		14.0417622314				Dublin City		10047

				Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown		64132		4.9793549169				Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown		1179												All Households		Rent Supplement Claimants		Private Renters		Social Renters

				Fingal		60872		4.7262410731				Fingal		4129										Dublin Region		29.5		39.8		38.8		37.0

				South Dublin		73516		5.707950104				South Dublin		3782										Regional Cities		7.6		12.8		13.4		13.5

				Dublin Region		379372		29.4553083253				Dublin Region		19137										Border		11.0		8.4		8.6		9.6

				Cork City		42742		3.3185864756				Cork City		2394										Mid East		10.0		8.1		7.0		7.9

				Galway City		21053		1.6346029917				Galway City		1712										Midlands		5.6		3.6		4.2		4.5

				Limerick City		18945		1.4709330584				Limerick City		1118										Mid West		7.2		4.6		5.7		4.9

				Waterford City		15299		1.1878492932				Waterford City		911										South East		9.6		8.1		7.1		9.7

				Regional Cities		98039		7.611971819				Regional Cities		6135										South West		11.5		8.6		9.6		8.2

				Cavan		18340		1.4239594769				Cavan		326										West		8.0		5.9		5.7		4.6

				Donegal		44713		3.4716194162				Donegal		1715

				Leitrim		9099		0.7064671364				Leitrim		136

				Louth		33495		2.6006282814				Monaghan		273

				Monaghan		16753		1.3007411732				Louth		1252

				Sligo		19643		1.5251273722				Sligo		352

				Border Region		142043		11.0285428562				Border Region		4054

				Meath		41675		3.2357421593				Kildare		1938

				Kildare		50477		3.9191495375				Meath		562

				Wicklow		36572		2.8395335873				Wicklow		1373

				Mid east		128724		9.9944252841				Mid east		3873

				Laoighis		18556		1.4407302101				Longford		278

				Longford		10375		0.8055386899				Laois		273

				Offaly		20144		1.5640261561				Offaly		469

				Westmeath		23360		1.8137237394				Westmeath		694

				Midlands		72435		5.6240187956				Midlands		1714

				Clare		33874		2.6300547068				Clare		891

				Limerick County		38378		2.979755551				Limerick County		685

				Tipperary North		20213		1.5693834737				Tipperary North		633

				Mid West		92465		7.1791937315				Mid west		2209

				Carlow		14931		1.1592769329				Carlow		632

				Kilkenny		25603		1.987875381				Kilkenny		656

				Tipperary South		26410		2.0505327037				Tipperary South		860

				Waterford County		18606		1.4446123243				Waterford County		334

				Wexford		38011		2.951260833				Wexford		1432

				South east		123561		9.593558175				Southeast		3914

				Cork County		105248		8.1716950397				Cork County		2684

				Kerry		43322		3.363619				Kerry		1458

				Southwest		148570		11.5353140397				South West		4142

				Galway County		45253		3.5135462492				Galway County		956

				Mayo		39354		3.0555344196				Mayo		1431

				Roscommon		18142		1.4085863048				Roscommon		470

				West		102749		7.9776669736				West		2857

				State		1287958		100				Total		48035





Sheet2

		





Sheet3

		






