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Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide evidence-informed advice and guidance to Government on disability policy and practice and to promote adoption and application of a Universal Design approach across all sectors. In line with our statutory functions, this submission focuses on the need to integrate consideration of the needs of disabled people into the Child and Family Homelessness Action Plan.
Data and research on homelessness and disability
In this section, we outline data and research findings in relation to the prevalence of disability in the homeless population, to highlight the importance of integrating the needs of people with disabilities in the Child and Family Homelessness Action Plan. 
[bookmark: _Hlk221026066][bookmark: _Hlk221273501]In Census 2022, the proportion of homeless people who reported a disability to any extent was 36%, compared to the rest of the population which was 22%. 
The 2018 IHREC report Discrimination and Inequality in Housing in Ireland found that:
People with a disability are twice as likely to report discrimination in accessing housing – this is true controlling for status in employment as well as housing tenure. 
Those with a disability are 1.7 times more likely to experience housing deprivation than those without a disability.
People with a disability experience higher housing and environmental deprivation and are more likely to live in over-crowded conditions. In the case of over-crowding this is accounted for by low income, however their disadvantage on the other two dimensions persists when income and housing tenure are controlled for.
In 2020, the NDA funded Dublin City University to conduct research on Adult Autism in Homelessness: Prevalence, Experiences and Support Needs in an Irish Context - A Mixed Methods Study. A conclusion of this report notes: “This study supports the emerging evidence that people with autism experience a range of social and health marginalisation and are overrepresented in the homeless population compared with the housed population. Autism is a risk factor for entry into homelessness and an added challenge to exiting from homelessness.”
In 2020, the NDA funded Trinity College Dublin to conduct research on The experience and risk of homelessness for people with intellectual disabilities and/or autism and their families in Dublin. This study also found that people with intellectual disability (ID) and/or autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are over-represented in the homelessness population.
In 2025, NDA also funded Trinity College Dublin to conduct research on people with physical disabilities experiencing homelessness. Findings from the literature review component of this research show that there is a higher prevalence of physical disability among people experiencing homelessness compared to the general population. The findings of the study show that a nearly a quarter [22.7% (n=127)] of a sample of 547 people accessing homeless accommodation on a given night during the summer of 2024 had some kind of mobility limitation.
[bookmark: _Hlk221275066]Evidence from the Growing Up in Ireland Survey[footnoteRef:1] indicates that exposure to economic vulnerability, a measure of poverty that combines low income, deprivation and an inability to make ends meet, has an impact on children’s physical and mental health outcomes. Children who experience economic vulnerability are more likely to experience obesity or overweight, and they have a greater likelihood of having a chronic illness or disability. [1:  Bernard Maitre, Helen Russell and Emer Smyth, The dynamics of child poverty in Ireland: Evidence from the Growing Up in Ireland survey, (ESRI 2021)] 

Key Issues
The NDA advises that the Child and Family Homelessness Action Plan should recognise the prevalence of disability among homeless people in Ireland and respond with appropriate services and supports. Informed by research, advice related to a number of areas is outlined below:
1. NDA funded research[footnoteRef:2] has highlighted the need for an inter-agency or inter-sectoral approach to the issue of people with disabilities experiencing homelessness. Housing, and lack of housing is a non-medical determinant of health and as such, inequalities in health can be linked to disadvantages in other areas. Co-ordinating services and supports from the HSE with the provision of housing by local authorities is highlighted in the National Housing Strategy for Disabled People Implementation Plan 2022-2027. The NDA advises that an intersectoral approach is taken to supporting disabled people experiencing homelessness, noting also intersectional needs across disability, poverty and homelessness. [2:  O’Donovan, M-A., Lynch, E. and O’Connell, J. (2021) The experience and risk of homelessness for people with intellectual disabilities and/or autism and their families in Dublin: A mixed methods study. Dublin: National Disability Authority. Available at: NDA.ie (Accessed: 30 January 2026)] 

2. NDA funded research also highlighted the important role played by staff working in homelessness services. The NDA recommends that these staff should be trained to recognise, understand and assist with disability needs, understand and use referral pathways, and collaborate with health care and other services where applicable.
3. The NDA is aware through consultations with disabled people and through reports that come directly to the NDA that disabled people can struggle to access accommodation and many are at risk of homelessness. Support services for people at risk of homelessness should recognise the discrimination facing people with disabilities when trying to rent in the private market, and the difficulty in sourcing accessible, affordable accommodation with a landlord who will accept Housing Assistance Payment (HAP). 
4. Information provided to people at risk of and experiencing homelessness should be easy to access and understand by all people, regardless of age or disability. The Customer Communications Toolkit for Services to the Public — A Universal Design Approach 2023 provides guidance to inform the design and procurement of customer communications. This Toolkit is for organisations who provide services to the public and can be used for planning communications, training staff, informing suppliers and procuring communication products and services. It provides design guidance on written, spoken and signed and digital communication. The NDA advises that this toolkit is used by service providers and others involved in homeless services. 
5. Emergency accommodation should be designed to meet the needs of disabled people. NDA funded research[footnoteRef:3] notes that emergency accommodation, in its present form, is not suitable or appropriate for most families, but is especially challenging for families who have a child with ID and/or ASD with a possible attendant physical disability. Placement of a family in one room with limited facilities led to reports in the study of severe psychological difficulties in carers and behavioural and developmental regression in children. Research on physical disability and homelessness[footnoteRef:4] found just under half of the people with impacted or restricted mobility were sleeping in rooms up at least one set of stairs and just under half of these were staying in a hostel without a lift. As well as the physical impact on residents, there are fire safety implications of these arrangements. One third of those with impacted or restricted mobility did not have access to an accessible bathroom. The NDA advises that services for people experiencing homelessness should include screening of accessibility needs, to improve allocation of supports, including accessible accommodation to people with disabilities. The Centre for Excellence in Universal Design website includes guidance on universal design in the built environment, including housing. [3:  
Ibid.]  [4:  Broderick, J. (2025) An Exploration of the Scale and Impact of Physical Disability in People Experiencing Homelessness in Ireland [Online]. Dublin: National Disability Authority. Available at: https://nda.ie/publications/scale-and-impact-of-physical-disability-homelessness ] 

We understand that homeless services are required to comply with quality standards such as the National Quality Standards Framework for Homeless Services in Ireland. A key feature under Standard 3.4 is that “buildings are accessible to service users with common physical or sensory disabilities”. As background to this submission, NDA reviewed an inspection report on homeless services published in November 2025. There is no mention of accessibility in the overview of elements reviewed in Section 1.1. Assuming that the checklist items “DAC bedrooms” and “DAC bathrooms” refer to accessible bedrooms and bathrooms, nine out of 10 inspections found no accessible bedrooms and eight of out ten found no accessible bathrooms. This indicates a poor level of accessibility in homeless services and an area for improvement in the proposed action plan. We also note that the accessibility of entrances and common areas is also an important area to monitor and should be included in inspection reports.
6. The design of new social housing should respond to the prevalence of disability among homeless people in Ireland and ensure a pipeline of universally designed housing, including both categories of Universal Design Homes - UD Home and UD Home+ (wheelchair liveable). Currently, “general needs” housing in Ireland is designed to the minimum standard of being “visitable” by people with disabilities. The NDA advises that a percentage of Universal Design Homes, both in UD Home and UD Home+ (wheelchair liveable) categories be provided in all new developments. The Centre for Excellence in Universal Design has published Universal Design Guidelines for Homes in Ireland. Where existing housing is being allocated, processes should include recognition of the accessibility needs of children and families. For example, NDA funded research found instances where parents were thought to be ‘fussy’ in requesting specific accommodation for the needs of their child, especially where there was a diagnosis of Autism. However, these parents’ needs are acknowledged by research which indicates that autistic children have a range of idiosyncratic needs and require a broad spectrum of modifications in housing. 
Conclusion
The NDA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this consultation and is available to engage further on any of the issues raised in this submission. 
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