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1991 Powerscourt

Centre Block, Sligo

it said ‘have in the past, reinforced social segregation with adverse consequences’. A later 
Government described the need ‘to ensure a good mix of housing as a means of mitigating the 
extent and effects of social segregation in housing’. The strategies of the innovative housing 
policy would seek to achieve this, while designating a far more varied and active role for the NBA.

A variety of approaches were detailed in the plan. Where people were living in substandard 
private housing, local authorities would for the first time be allowed to refurbish and extend 
these houses instead of building new houses, and where possible, local authorities would be 
encouraged to purchase private housing to meet their needs. There was also an additional 
boost for voluntary and co-operative housing, as it was agreed that 90% of the cost of voluntary 
housing units would be met by the Exchequer. Perhaps most crucial to the innovative changes, 
and welcomed by all as an important move, was an emphasis on people with low incomes being 
able to own all or part of their homes through co-ownership with local authorities. In essence 
the idea was that a resident could purchase 50% of their property and pay rent on the other 
50% which was owned by the local authority, thereby enjoying the benefits of ownership but 
with affordable outgoings that would be significantly less than under an ordinary mortgage.

This change took inspiration from European models where the old system of governments 
and local authorities providing and managing housing stock was gradually being ended. The 
Minister for the Environment said at the time that ‘in the future, governments will continue to 
be responsible for housing the weaker sector of the community but that the way to meet this 
responsibility is through a more complex role than the old hands-on system of ‘build X thousand 
council houses’. While the older methods provided better quality physical housing standards, 
they lacked the essential element of consumer choice, and the new scheme would radically 
widen housing options.

The Minister of State at the Department of the Environment explained that ‘there were social 
reasons relating to the need to develop more mixed communities and limit housing segregation. 
There was a need to encourage self-help and co-operative effort by making available 
appropriate subsidy schemes; to give people a choice about the kind of housing they wanted’. 
Increasingly, this choice would be provided by constructing varied and smaller local authority 
housing projects on infill sites in town centres.

This exciting new challenge set for the Agency was multifaceted. The new Government policy 
called for a dramatic increase in the number of housing completions by local authorities, with 
an ambitious national target set of 5,000 houses per year after three years. This would initially 
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lead to increased demand for the Agency’s support services in its ongoing commitment to 
local authority housing. Additionally, although the Agency had previously taken part in various 
restoration works, the call for local authorities to restore and extend unfit private housing would 
result in far more complex restoration projects being undertaken. Chiefly, the new emphasis on 
achieving a balanced social mix of housing would see the Agency involved in voluntary housing 
sites, private housing sites and shared ownership housing, frequently situated side-by-side in 
active urban communities. Here, the foresight of the Agency in diversifying into Urban Renewal 
could clearly be seen. These new local authority projects would demand skillful and sensitive 
planning at inception, together with a multitude of innovative housing designs.

Special attention was given to the new role envisaged for the Agency in the Government’s 
housing blueprint in the NBA’s two year Corporate Plan running until 31 December 1992. 
With the help of the local authorities a number of sites were identified with first phases of 
co-operative housing in mind. By 1992, plans for four pilot schemes had been prepared, and 
construction work had started on one.

By 1993, capital funding had become available for local authority housing again, and while 
the commencement of 500 houses was not close to the average production of 1,100 per year 
achieved in the early 1980’s, it represented a significant upturn on the 29 and 17 completions 
for 1989 and 1990 respectively. Significantly, the Government also decided to extend the 
designated urban renewal scheme for another three years and to add new towns to the 
scheme. Over the preceding years, the NBA’s expertise in the planning and developing of areas 
designated for urban renewal had been showcased through significant projects in Wexford and 
Waterford. As a result, many local authorities were actively seeking Agency involvement in the 
redevelopment of their urban centres. In 1994, the Agency was commissioned by nine towns to 
carry out the preparation of strategy framework plans.

The affairs of the Agency were examined again in 1994 by the Oireachtas Joint Committee 
on Commercial State-Sponsored Bodies. The Committee recognised the Agency’s impact on 
government urban renewal policies, and encouraged the NBA to increase its activities in this 
area. The Joint Committee also drew attention to the fact that local authorities had begun to 
commission new construction projects other than local authority housing. The Agency had 
gained experience in a range of new areas, having worked on projects such as libraries and 
swimming pools over the previous years, and the Committee suggested the Agency should avail 
of these opportunities to broaden its work base.

Dundalk Swimming Pool

NBA Studio, Hatherton
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In May 1995, the Government built on its existing housing policy with the launch of ‘Social 
Housing – The Way Ahead’. The document, described as ‘a blueprint for future action on 
social housing’, included an increase of 30% in the public capital programme for housing. This 
would provide funds for over 7,000 new homes annually, almost half of which would be in the 
voluntary sector. Increases in capital assistance grants meant that the Government would 
now be funding up to 95% of the cost of housing built by housing co-operatives and voluntary 
groups, instead of the current 60-70%. Additionally, the plan would make tenant purchase and 
shared home ownership schemes more accessible to people on low incomes.

By 1998 the Agency’s remit covered almost every area of public construction. Taking that 
year alone as a sample, the Agency completed almost 350 new dwellings which were a mix 
of local authority and voluntary; designed and constructed a new design studio for Agency 
staff at Hatherton in Milltown; initiated work on a new office headquarters for Louth County 
Council; began conservation and environmental work at the Spanish Arch in Galway; and had 
been commissioned to plan a Library for Wicklow County Council along with a fire station 
headquarters in Wexford and a swimming pool for Dundalk Urban District Council. Heading 
towards the new millennium, the Agency had established itself as a flexible company positioned 
to respond to new needs and opportunities where they arose.

Housing Modern Ireland
Following the unprecedented growth in house prices during the late 1990’s (30% in 1998 
alone), a crisis of affordability began to develop in the Irish housing market. Intense investor 
speculation inflated property prices further and as they rose, increasing numbers of low to 
medium-income households were frozen out of the property market. In 1998, over 45,000 
households awaited accommodation on local authority housing lists, despite Ireland’s public 
and private construction industries having completed 42,000 homes in the same year.  In 
response, in 1999 the Government introduced a new Affordable Housing Scheme to tackle 
the issue. Under the 1999 initiative, local authorities would provide newly built houses on their 
own lands at what was essentially cost price. To assist them in making houses affordable, 
a site subsidy of up to €50,000 per house was made available from the Department of 
the Environment, Heritage and Local Government to the City Councils and the Dublin local 
authorities, and €31,800 per house for other local authorities. Eligibility for the new scheme 
was based on the same criteria as for the existing Shared Ownership Scheme. The demand 
for affordable housing was instant, especially in large urban centres, and the Agency was 
immediately commissioned to work on a number of schemes nationwide.

Despite an increased output by local authorities, demand for affordable housing continued 
to increase and in 2000, the Government introduced the new Planning and Development Act. 
Part of this new legislation stated that up to 20% of land used for residential developments of 
5 or more houses would be made available to the relevant local authority and reserved to meet 
social and affordable housing needs. Though the NBA played less of a role in this initiative, it 
was an important step towards reaching the Government’s aim of providing a wide range of 
housing tenure and ownership options to match the particular needs of the end user.

Following the property boom of the late 90’s, the Government commissioned the economic 
consultant Peter Bacon to produce a series of reports on the spiraling house prices, and 
recommendations on how best to curb property speculation and increase the supply of 
houses. With regard to the latter, the Bacon Reports (1998 – 2000) recommended an increase 
in output of social and affordable housing and an extension of the local authority shared 
ownership scheme to those whose incomes were marginally above the limits. Additionally, the 
Bacon Reports identified that higher density housing would be required to house the nation’s 
rapidly growing population. However, Peter Bacon also noted that high-density housing was too 
readily associated in the public mind with deprivation, and tackling this mindset would require 
very high standards of architectural skill.

NBA design teams had much experience in this area, as in the years that preceded the Bacon 
Reports local authorities had already begun to express a desire to build houses to a greater 
density. Two projects completed in 1998 had illustrated the Agency’s use of imaginative 
techniques in layout and design to achieve higher residential densities without sacrificing the 
attractiveness of the projects – a scheme of 32 dwellings at Wyattville Road for Dun Laoghaire-
Rathdown County Council and a 26-house scheme at King Street, Wexford on behalf of Wexford 
Corporation, achieved densities of 17 and 37 houses per acre respectively.

The Government’s response to the social housing recommendations made in the Bacon reports 
was wide-ranging. Firstly, the Government targeted an increase in the number of local authority 
housing starts under the National Development Plan from 35,500 to 41,500 (1,000 extra in 
each year from 2001 to 2006). An additional subsidy was provided for the Affordable Housing 
Scheme, and in the Social Partnership Agreement 2003-2005 ‘Sustaining progress”, the 
income limits for both the Affordable Housing and Shared Ownership Schemes were increased 
to take account of pay rises and house price increases.
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1998 Wyattville Road, Ballybrack

A number of measures were also taken to facilitate local authorities and approved voluntary 
and co-operative housing bodies to acquire sufficient land to enable them to meet the targets 
set under the National Development Plan (NDP) for the provision of social and affordable 
housing. The Agency played a major part in this initiative, both identifying and acquiring land for 
the development of voluntary and affordable housing. Throughout the next few years, the NBA 
began to assemble a land bank portfolio of sufficient size to enable an ongoing rolling housing 
development programme, in partnership with local housing authorities and voluntary and 
co-operative housing associations.

The implementation of the Government’s multi-strand approach to address housing needs 
had greatly increased the demand for the Agency’s services. Client authorities were now 
providing a wide range of housing options to match local needs, not only through traditional 
methods of procurement but also through the new affordable housing arrangements, public 
private partnerships and a new rental scheme. Over the next few years, the number of housing 
commissions received by the NBA almost tripled. In 2004, eleven contracts totaling 235 
affordable houses were completed compared with 95 delivered in 2002. The new challenge 
related not only to an increase in numbers but also to the provision of a range of houses for 
people requiring different tenures or ownership options – local authority, voluntary, group 
housing, housing for special needs, private serviced sites, affordable shared ownership and 
private housing; and this approach, in turn, required the Agency’s design teams to carefully 
respond in a creative way to provide integrated and imaginative solutions for these various 
projects.

While assisting the G-overnment to meet its targets in the national affordable housing drive, 
the Agency continued work in its other areas of expertise. Conservation and refurbishment of 
old buildings still represented an important portion of the Agency’s work and in 2004, major 
conservation work to the famous medieval wall at Spanish Arch in Galway was completed. 
In the same year construction work to convert Dundalk Gaol into a new county archive also 
commenced.

The Government’s Urban Renewal Scheme of 1999 introduced the concept of Integrated 
Area Plans (IAPs) which were prepared by local authorities on the basis of guidelines drawn 
up by an advisory panel on urban renewal. The new scheme represented a more targeted 
approach to the award of urban renewal incentives, concentrating not just on areas of physical 
development but also on issues of local socio-economic benefit. One of the first projects for 
the Agency’s planning unit under these new guidelines was to create, in partnership with the Wexford Fire Station
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local authority, a development plan for Sligo and its environs. This was completed in 2004 and 
shortly afterwards, the Agency team began work on a development plan for the County of Sligo. 
The preparation of these two plans positioned Sligo to respond to its designation as a ‘gateway’ 
under the National Spatial Plan.

There was also considerable demand for the Agency’s services in a national drive to upgrade 
existing public sector housing stock. Many of the homes concerned had been built decades ago, 
and the Government charged local authorities with the task of improving the physical fabric of 
the estates by way of refurbishment and environmental improvement works. In 2005, the NBA 
completed the upgrading of 75 houses in Ballinasloe, Drogheda and Monaghan and started 
work on a further 320 houses in Dublin, Cork, Wexford, Kells, Bray, Newtownmountkennedy 
and New Ross. This work would extend the lifespan of these houses while making them more 
comfortable for their residents. In response to the Department of Environment, Heritage and 
Local Government’s policy document of 2007 ‘Delivering Homes, Sustaining Communities’, the 
Agency established an in-house multi-disciplinary specialist Regeneration Unit to assist local 
authorities in advancing their remit this emerging area.

Though the NBA and the Irish construction industry in general had seen a period of great 
productivity, the years of prosperity brought with them further demand for housing driven by 
net immigration and a new desire for housing occupancy more in line with Western European 
averages (approximately three people per household).  In 2006, the National Economic and 
Social Council’s (NESC) analysis and report on housing in Ireland concluded that, despite an 
increased output, there had been an ongoing net deficit in respect of local authority housing. 
The NESC recommended an increase in output and in the following two years, working closely 
with its client authorities, the Agency brought to construction stage almost 1,500 local authority 
homes. This level of housing output had not been seen by the Agency for some 25 years, and 
taking into account the increased investment in modern planning and urban design by the 
company during these years, represents one of the Agency’s most productive periods in public 
service.

The new millennium brought with it an increased focus on the environmental impact of house 
building. In 2002, to promote the shift towards ‘greener’ homes, the Government established 
the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) with the aim of accelerating the uptake of 
superior energy planning, design, specification and construction practices in the construction 
industry. To improve the quality of energy features in Irish housing, the SEAI’s introduced the 
‘House of Tomorrow’ programme – a scheme funded under the National Development Plan 1999 Dundalk Gaol Rehabilitation for use as a Book Depository
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which offered funding for housing projects that could demonstrate good practice in energy 
efficiency.  One of the first schemes to attract funding under this project was an innovative 
64 house scheme at Ráth Oraigh completed by the NBA for Tralee Town Council in 2005. 
Close collaboration between the Agency’s design team and the housing authority resulted in 
a scheme which included a variety of innovative energy solutions including underfloor heating 
supplied by geothermal heat pumps, heat exchange ventilation units, solar panels and efficient 
gas condensing boilers run on LPG gas.

This was not the first experience the NBA had in designing a project which capitalised on the 
use of energy efficient design. In 1996, the Agency had been one of the earliest Irish groups to 
adopt sustainable building practices when they began work on a new bio-climatically designed 
social housing project at Brookfield, Tallaght on behalf of South Dublin County Council. The 
innovative development, consisting of 300 local authority, voluntary and private houses 
had been awarded a grant by the European Commission as part of the ‘Thermie’ research 
programme into bio-climatic design. The final stage of completions of the project came in 
2001. For the remainder of the decade, the Agency continued its commitment to Government 
policy on the sustainable design of construction projects through ongoing research into, and 
incorporation of innovative technologies. Among the projects completed which included these 
technologies were a special needs housing unit in Cork City, and new fire station headquarters 
facility for Wexford County Council.

It is no surprise that the significant economic decline being experienced at the end of the 
first decade of the new millennium has brought with it a very different and difficult operating 
environment for the National Building Agency. The Agency has passed through such times 
before however, and ultimately has diversified and grown as a result. In July 2009, in its report 
to Government, The Special Group on Public Service Numbers and Expenditure Programmes 
recommended that the NBA would be merged with three other housing Agencies; the Homeless 
Agency, the Centre for Housing Research and the Affordable Homes Partnership, into a single 
Agency. This initiative suggests that similar new opportunities will exist even in these difficult 
times and that the National Building Agency’s Fifty Year path of pioneering, growth and change 
will endure into the future.

1996 Thermie Project, Brookfield, Tallaght

Rath Oirigh ‘House of Tomorrow’ Development, Tralee




