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1. Executive summary 

1.1 Campbell Tickell (CT) was engaged by the Irish Council of Social Housing (ICSH) to review 

aspects of the Approved Housing Body (AHB) sector and undertake research, with the 

overall aim of developing a ‘strategic financial road map’ that would enable AHBs to 

continue to deliver social, affordable and supported housing at scale in accordance with 

the government’s Housing for All action plan. It is intended that the report should be 

treated as a ‘living document’, to be kept under review by ICSH, given the current 

turbulence in financial markets.  

1.2 AHBs have played a key role in the delivery of new social rented housing stock and, more 

recently, the provision of cost rental homes. The sector is expected to contribute 43% 

(38k) of new social rented homes and 48% (8.6k) of new cost rental homes to be 

delivered under government plans by 2030. This represents c.4,200 new social rented 

homes per annum, 28% more than the total number delivered by AHBs in 2021. 

1.3 The fact that, in Ireland, the capital cost of new social rented housing is largely funded by 

100% debt, has given rise to a particular issue for some of the larger (Tier 3) AHBs. The 

rapid and substantial increase in the overall level of debt being carried and reported in 

their respective balance sheets has led to a consequent increase in their financial 

gearing, as calculated by the accepted method used by financial markets and industry 

regulators. 

1.4 We concur with the view that high levels of gearing will, if not managed effectively, 

hinder the sector’s ability to attract sufficient non-government funding at scale to 

support the ongoing delivery of social housing, and discuss a number of solutions that 

might assist to address the situation, which include the reintroduction of grant funding, 

the early repayment of CALF (Capital Advance Leasing Facility) loans, and conversion of 

CALF to a State equity advance. 

1.5 A further issue flagged by our review, is the shortfall in rent revenues used to meet 

ongoing management and maintenance costs on some stock, primarily older units that 

were funded by Capital Loan and Subsidy Scheme (CLSS) and Capital Assistance Scheme 

(CAS) programmes. In simple terms, the growth in rents on these units has not kept pace 

with the related increase in costs, with the result that some AHBs are now having to 

cross-subsidise these activities from other sources. This is not, in our view, sustainable in 

the longer term. 

1.6 Concern was likewise raised regarding the sufficiency of income in relation to schemes 

funded by Payment & Availability (P&A) Agreements, as it is not clear what 

arrangements will be put in place, once agreements have run their course, to ensure that 

operating and maintenance costs can be adequately funded to sustain the assets for 

social housing use in the long term. The absence of such arrangements also negates any 

possibility of unencumbered stock being utilised as security for refinancing purposes. 
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1.7 Our review also highlighted a pressing need for a more sustainable approach to be 

developed in relation to the funding of supported housing and special needs services. 

There is a consensus that, given the recent push to increase social rented housing stock, 

these have lagged behind the provision of general needs housing in terms of funding 

priority, despite the obvious need for, and value placed on, the local availability of such 

services.  

1.8 Proposals put forward during our consultations to address the urgent need for greater 

financial support for special needs services, included the introduction of multi-annual 

funding packages and the greater involvement of the Housing Finance Agency and local 

authorities in supporting special needs provision along with the Health Service Executive. 

A requirement for improved collaboration between government departments that 

separately fund housing and care elements is also highlighted.  

1.9 We note that there is consensus amongst many of the consultees regarding the value of 

developing ‘shared services’ to relieve growing administrative pressures on smaller AHBs 

and agree that this is something that the ICSH should pursue with support from larger 

Tier 3 bodies and the Housing Agency/Department of Housing, Local Government and 

Heritage. 

1.10 From our discussions with the ICSH and the members that took part in consultations, we 

project that the sector has a vision that, by 2030, it will: 

a) Be in a position to continue making a significant contribution to national housing 

and social need through the delivery of social rented housing and cost rental 

housing at scale, and the provision of vital support and special needs services to 

communities across Ireland.  

b) Be recognised by government departments and their various agencies as an 

independent, capable and trusted partner in the delivery of housing and social 

policy. 

c) Be recognised as a professional, well governed and regulated sector that has 

demonstrated clear commitment and the capability to deliver business plan 

objectives in a safe and sustainable financial environment. 

d) Be confident that it has the necessary resources and support to maintain its assets, 

deliver quality services and continue providing high standards of tenant support to 

sustain thriving communities across Ireland.  

1.11 In terms of a ‘strategic financial road map’ that will enable AHBs to continue to deliver 

social, affordable and supported housing at scale through to 2030, we propose that it 

should include: 

a) Identification of the means to secure, at the earliest possible opportunity, a common 

and informed understanding with sponsoring government departments and 

agencies as to the true nature of the issues and challenges faced by the sector.  



 Building on Success - A Financial Roadmap for AHBs 
 
 

ICSH October 2022 Page 4 of 41 

b) Identification of actions to promote a greater level of trust and cooperation 

between the sector and State agencies.  

c) An urgent requirement to shore up gaps that already exist in revenue funding 

(‘legacy’ issues) and to secure future income streams that recognise the long-term 

nature of commitments that exist for AHBs to support tenants, sustain properties for 

future social housing needs and maintain vital services to marginalised and 

vulnerable groups. This will also ensure, going forward, that unencumbered stock 

can be utilised as security for refinancing purposes. 

d) In addition to securing an early solution to the gearing issue, a more robust 

approach to balance sheet management – particularly debt risk management –as 

part of a “safe and sustainable” approach to financial management that will also 

allow AHBs to use their balance sheets to potentially unlock additional financial 

capacity and thereby drive more delivery. 

2. Introduction 

2.1 CT was engaged by the ICSH to review aspects of the AHB sector and undertake research, 

with the overall aim of developing a ‘strategic financial roadmap’ that would enable 

AHBs to continue to deliver social, affordable and supported housing at scale in 

accordance with the Irish government’s Housing for All action plan. 

2.2 The agreed scope of the assignment included: 

a) An examination of the main financial/funding obstacles to the delivery of 

‘substantial’ new social rented housing units by AHBs, including an assessment of 

the benefits and challenges of the current funding arrangements; 

b) An assessment of the financial capacity of the AHB sector to deliver the targets set 

out for it in the Housing for All action plan; 

c) The identification and evaluation of potential new funding propositions; 

d) An evaluation of the continued viability/sustainability of the current Capital 

Assistance Scheme (CAS)/Capital Loan and Subsidy Scheme (CLSS) rent models; 

e) An assessment of the longer-term sustainable funding requirements for supported 

housing; 

f) The identification of short and long-term actions that might serve to increase the 

scale and speed of delivery and improve approaches to new social rented housing 

provision. 

ICSH also indicated to us that they wish to treat the report as a ‘living document’, which 

will be kept under review given the current turbulence in financial markets that is 

impacting interest rates, rapidly rising costs etc.  

2.3 CT is aware that a number of the above aspects have been the subject of previous, 

extensive research studies to inform government policy in this area, and that there are 
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ongoing departmental reviews of, for example, Capital Advance Leasing Facility (CALF) & 

Payment and Availability (P&A) funding that will inevitably cover similar ground. Our 

brief, however, is firmly focussed on these issues, and possible solutions, from the 

current perspective of ICSH members in the AHB sector. As such, while we may reflect on 

the perceived or actual failings of existing arrangements, it is not within our remit to 

consider in detail the wider housing or economic policy implications of measures 

discussed in this report that might assist in addressing such shortcomings. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 A list of documents and background material supplied by ICSH for the purpose of the 

exercise is set out at Appendix 1. 

3.2 In conducting our review, we undertook an initial survey to garner information and 

feedback from a selection of ICSH members considered to be representative of both the 

scale and scope of services delivered by the sector. This was followed by a series of 

meetings with senior AHB executives from all three tiers of the sector. Additional 

discussions were also held with members of the ICSH Finance Working Group who have 

made recent submissions to and/or been involved in discussions with State agencies on 

some of the issues within the scope of our review. 

3.3 At the request of ICSH, we also consulted a number of external stakeholders (listed at 

Appendix 2) and have incorporated their feedback in the body of the report. 

4. Context 

4.1 As at the date of this report, there are 450 individual bodies listed on the statutory 

Approved Housing Bodies Register.1 Of these, some 270 are members of ICSH, providing 

housing and a range of related services to families and single people on low incomes, 

homeless persons, the elderly, and people with a disability. 

4.2 The national housing crisis has been a focus for successive Irish governments and various 

initiatives aimed at addressing the problem have evolved into a relatively complex 

myriad of policy instruments and associated funding pathways. The one constant 

throughout has been a policy commitment – albeit one that has varied in scale over the 

years under different administrations - to a steady supply pipeline of social rented 

homes. 

4.3 Alongside that delivered directly by local authorities, AHBs have – as the graph below 

(which relates to new build activity only) demonstrates - played a key role in the 

augmentation of social rented housing stock and, more recently, the provision of cost 

rental homes. The latest government action plan Housing for All anticipates a continuing 

role for the sector in meeting ongoing requirements.  

 
1 https://www.ahbregulator.ie/registration/the-register/  

https://www.ahbregulator.ie/registration/the-register/
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4.4 Housing for All is the government’s current 10-year housing plan, with five-year targets 

and a funding commitment of €4 billion per annum to support the delivery of social 

rented, cost rental, affordable purchase and private housing across the country. It 

further commits to ending homelessness in Ireland by 2030, and to the implementation 

of specific policies to assist with special needs housing provision. 

4.5 The plan is framed around four distinct pathways: supporting homeownership and 

increasing affordability; eradicating homelessness, increasing social rented housing 

delivery and supporting social inclusion; increasing new housing supply; and addressing 

vacancy and efficient use of existing stock. 

4.6 On new housing supply, the plan expects an average of at least 33,000 new units to be 

delivered each year over the next decade. This includes an additional 10,000 social 

rented homes per year over the next five years (9,500 of which are to be new-builds) and 

an average of 6,000 affordable homes for purchase or rent. The annual targets, as set 

out in the plan as are follows. 
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4.7 The expected combined AHB contribution to the target for new social rented homes is 

set out below, accounting for around 43% of the total new social rented housing units to 

be delivered under the plan. 

 

Based on the above, the average number of homes to be delivered by AHBs over the 

period of the plan would be just over 4,200 p.a., representing a 28% increase on the 

total number delivered by the sector in 2021 (2,802 new build plus 390 acquisitions). The 

sector also delivered 535 new social rented units in 2021 via leasing arrangements, but 

these have been discounted in this case, as Housing for All has given a clear commitment 

to ending the use of leasing as a means of new social rented housing provision. 

4.8 The targets for AHBs under Housing for All for the period 2022-2026 are spread across all 

local authority areas and represent either 40% or 50% of the total for that area. A full list 

is provided at Appendix 3. In their December 2021 submission to the Department of 

Housing, Local Government & Heritage (DHLGH) on the P&A-CALF Facility, the ICSH drew 

attention to the fact that, when set against the delivery pipeline of a selection of five Tier 

3 AHBs, only 930 homes (7%) were planned for 11 local authority areas containing 24% 

of the population – as shown below - suggesting that some local targets might not be 

achieved. 

Local Authority Units 
% of Total 
Pipeline % of Population * 

Cavan County Council 55  0.43% 1.60% 
Clare County Council 125  0.97% 2.50% 
Donegal County Council 112  0.87% 3.34% 
Galway County Council 163  1.27% 3.77% 
Leitrim County Council 0  0.00% 0.67% 
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Local Authority Units 
% of Total 
Pipeline % of Population * 

Longford County Council 21  0.16% 0.86% 
Mayo County Council 108  0.84% 2.74% 
Roscommon County Council 43  0.33% 1.36% 
Sligo County Council  67  0.52% 1.38% 
Tipperary County Council 98  0.76% 3.35% 
Waterford County Council 138  1.07% 2.44% 

Totals 930  7.23% 24.00% 

* Census 2016 

4.9 AHBs are also expected to contribute around 48% of the planned provision of new cost 

rental homes included within the ‘Affordable and Cost Rental’ target shown above, as 

follows. 

 
 * including LDA 

4.10 Current funding arrangements 

4.10.1 Capital Loan and Subsidy Scheme  

a) The Capital Loan and Subsidy Scheme (CLSS) was discontinued in 2010, but was in 

effect 100% grant funding for social rented (general needs) housing, subject to the 

proviso that 75% of the dwellings were reserved for persons on local authority 

waiting lists. 

b) Funding was routed to AHBs via local authorities (LAs) by way of a non-refundable 

loan, with ownership transferring unconditionally to the AHB at the end of the 

mortgage period. Financing for the loan was provided to the LAs by the Housing 

Finance Agency (HFA). 

c) We understand that, by the end of 2021, CLSS funding had supported the delivery of 

a total of 10,163 properties by AHBs. 

d) Although the scheme was terminated, AHBs remain liable to meet the mortgage 

conditions until the loan term expires. 

e) In addition to the capital costs of providing the accommodation, a management and 

maintenance allowance is provided annually to AHBs towards the upkeep of the 

accommodation. The AHB is entitled to receive a ‘differential’ rent payment from 

the tenant. 
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4.10.2 Capital Assistance Scheme (CAS) 

a) This scheme provides, in effect, 100% grant funding to support housing provision for 

people with disabilities, homeless, older persons and other supported 

accommodation. There is also provision for 90% capital funding where 75% of 

applicants are drawn from the local authority waiting list.  It is made available to 

AHBs by LAs and is met by government via the Social Housing Investment 

Programme (SHIP). 

b) We understand that, by the end of 2021, CAS funding had supported the delivery of 

a total of 18,649 properties by AHBs. 

c) CAS funding is based on a 30-year loan and is non-repayable by the AHB provided 

the accommodation continues to be let to eligible categories of persons, is 

adequately maintained, and continues to meet CAS conditions. 

d) As with CLSS, ownership of the dwellings transfers unconditionally to the AHB at the 

end of the mortgage period. In addition, the AHB is entitled to a rent payment from 

the tenant, based on an ‘economic rent’ calculation.  

4.10.3 Capital Advance Leasing Facility 

a) Introduced in 2011, the Capital Advance Leasing Facility (CALF) offers an advance of 

up to 30% of the capital cost of social rented housing (general needs) provision. The 

funding is provided by way of a loan that is repayable by the AHB in full, with 

interest, at the end of the agreement term. 

b) We understand that, between 2016 and the end of 2021, CALF funding supported 

the delivery of a total of 10,556 properties by AHBs. 

c) CALF is regarded as a key source of ‘recyclable’ funding for the sector, which 

combined with loan finance (which to date has largely been provided to the sector 

via the Housing Finance Agency) is designed to meet the full capital costs of new 

scheme development, although there is scope for the AHB to inject ‘equity’ from its 

own resources, as necessary.  

4.10.4 Payment & Availability Agreement  

a) Payment and Availability (P&A) funding to AHBs was introduced by the government 

in 2009 to facilitate the funding of leased properties secured by the sector. It was 

subsequently extended to the acquisition and construction of properties by AHBs 

and enables funding under a number of schemes including the CALF, the Mortgage 

to Rent Scheme (MTR), the Housing Agency Acquisitions Fund (HAA) and the Repair 

and Leasing Scheme (RLS). 

b) P&A is the vehicle via which the CALF loan and senior debt, together with the 

related interest payments, is effectively repaid. The term of the agreement 

generally coincides with the terms of the loans, and it provides the legal framework 
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that ensures the property is available, properly managed and maintained for social 

rented housing provision. 

c) P&A payments are funded, via LAs, from the Social Housing Current Expenditure 

Programme (SHCEP). Since the initial introduction of the scheme, they have been 

set at a maximum of 92% of market rent for CALF-funded projects. At the time of 

writing, this is under review, as relative movements in market rents and 

construction costs across the country have led to a situation where the maximum 

available P&A payments in some areas are proving insufficient to render 

prospective projects financially viable. 

d) The financial viability assessment of prospective schemes seeking funding approval 

is carried out by the Housing Agency, using a model developed under the auspices 

of the ICSH. From 2014 to 2019, projects were expected to achieve a minimum 

internal rate of return of 3.5% as calculated by the model. Following a review, this 

was revised in favour of a minimum debt service cover ratio, currently set at 110%. 

e) P&A payments are also set to cover the expected management and maintenance 

costs across the life of a scheme, including major repairs (component replacements) 

as and when they fall due. P&A income is set to be received in equal amounts 

across the life of the project. However, certain costs, such as major repairs and the 

CALF loan repayment, are not. The funding model therefore produces annual 

surpluses, represented by an accumulation of cash, up to the point when the 

relevant costs, and in particular the CALF loan, are extinguished in full. 

f) This may be illustrated as follows, representing the typical cashflow profile for a 

scheme of c.50 units funded via CALF and HFA loan in the ratio 30:70, with P&A 

payments set at 92% of market rent.  
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g) The main ‘risks’ that AHBs face in relation to the receipt of P&A income are in the 

areas of indexation and voids. Payments are linked to the Harmonised Index of 

Consumer Prices (HICP), an indicator of inflation and price stability for the European 

Central Bank, but uplifts are only applied every three years. On voids, P&A payments 

in respect of individual properties can cease if the dwelling remains empty for more 

than three months. 

4.10.5 Differential rent 

a) AHBs are entitled to set and collect ‘differential’ rent from their tenants, in their 

position as landlord under the Residential Tenancies Acts. Differential rent is based 

on a percentage (15-20%) of the tenant’s income. The rates are not set nationally, so 

the percentage applied in each case reflects the relevant local authority's own rent 

scheme. In a recent report, ESRI observed2 that “substantial variation occurs in the 

calculation of differential rents across local authorities, both in terms of what 

constitutes assessable income and in the contribution rates and thresholds applied.” 

We note that the Housing for All plan commits to reforming the system of 

differential rents, in order to “ensure tenants pay an equivalent amount of rent 

regardless of their location.” 

b) It is widely acknowledged that the income derived from differential rent does not 

meet the full cost of managing and maintaining properties over the long term, which 

means that some AHBs are having to cross-subsidise from other revenue sources or 

reserves (particularly in the case of older stock funded via CLSS) to maintain 

dwellings to the required standards. 

c) We note in this context that, since P&A as operated for CALF-funded projects is 

deemed to represent a full cost recovery approach, it follows that an element of the 

payment made to AHBs is effectively subsiding the shortfall in rent receipts. 

4.10.6 Economic rent (CAS-funded properties) 

a) AHBs are entitled to set rents for CAS-funded housing units at “levels which are 

reasonable having regard to tenants’ incomes and the outlay of the AHB on the 

accommodation including the on-going costs of management” 3. Such rent is known 

as ‘economic rent’, and it excludes any social welfare rent/allowance or similar 

support for which the tenant may qualify. It also specifically excludes any service 

charges that might apply to certain schemes to, for instance, recover costs 

associated with the provision of communal services. 

b) As with differential rent, there is a view that the growth in income derived from 

economic rent is proving insufficient to meet the full cost of managing and 

maintaining properties over the long term.  It was pointed out to us, for example, 

 
2 ‘Low income renters and housing supports’ – Economic and Social Research Institute (May 2022) 
www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS141_1.pdf  
3 Memorandum: VHU: 2/02 May, 2002 

http://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS141_1.pdf
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that statutory instrument SI 221/07, which deals with rent supports to eligible CAS 

tenants, has not been updated since its introduction in 2007. The end result is that 

some AHBs are again having to cross-subsidise from other revenue sources to 

maintain dwellings to the required standard. 

4.10.7 Support / Revenue funding 

In addition to basic housing provision, AHBs provide a range of related services to 

homeless persons, the elderly and people with disabilities. The funding to support these 

vital services comes from a variety of sources, but principally from the Health Service 

Executive (HSE), local authorities and voluntary donations secured through fundraising 

activity. 

5. Review findings 

5.1 For the purpose of our review, 10 AHBs, including five of the larger associations 

presently active in delivering social rented housing at scale, participated in a survey 

devised to give a broad indication of the sector’s scale and financial standing. 

5.2 In summary, the survey revealed the following. 

5.2.1 Units under management 

a) The total number of units under management by the group at December 2021 was 

31,007, with a gross book value of owned stock of €4.53bn. 

b) Over the period 2022-2026, the group expects to deliver a total of 20,248 additional 

units at a total cost of €6.18bn, comprising 18,704 social rented homes and 1,544 

cost rental units, representing average growth per annum of c.11%.  

c) Comparing planned delivery by the group over the period 2022-2026 with the 

government targets set for the AHB sector, reveals that this group would aim to 

deliver 91% of the target for new social rented homes by December 2026, but only 

34% of the cost rental target, as follows. 

 

 Consultation responses have confirmed that cost rental schemes, where rents are 

linked to market rates, are acknowledged to carry a higher degree of risk. This being 

the case and, given the underlying financials, schemes are unlikely to find favour 

with commercial lenders. Their financial viability is consequently dependent on, and 

sensitive to, the interest rates that apply to the associated CREL and HFA loans, 
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which may explain why AHBs are less bullish regarding their ability to meet the 

targets.  

 

d) An analysis of the geographic spread of existing and planned units across local 

authority areas reveals the following: 

 

 
 

5.2.2 Debt and planned growth 

a) Total debt outstanding at the group’s 2021 balance sheet date was €2.8bn, 

comprising the following. 

 €m % 

CALF Loans 711.4 25 

CREL Loans 7.2 - 

HFA Loans 1,969.0 70 

Other Loans 139.5 5 

Total 2,827.1 100 

  

The above table highlights the high concentration of debt in a single lender, the HFA, 

who we understand was originally intended to be a ‘lender of last resort’ to the 

sector. Given that this small group accounts for the bulk (c72%) of the assets held by 

the sector, it also suggests a high concentration of HFA lending to a relatively small 

number of AHBs. 
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b) The aggregate financial gearing of the group, based on the above debt level, and 

taking into account the total disclosed cash reserves at the last balance sheet date of 

€158m, works out at 58.8%, against the asset base of €4.5bn. 

c) Total planned capital expenditure by the group on new housing over the period 

2022-2026 is €6.18bn. This is expected to be funded as follows. 

 €m % 

CALF/CREL 

Loans 

1,341.1 25 

HFA Loans 3,945.0 73 

Other Loans 126.3 2 

New debt 5,412.4 100 

CAS funding 611.0  

Total 6,023.4  

  

d) Based on the projections through to December 2026, a simple extrapolation of the 

growth in asset cost, cash and debt results in a projected gearing ratio at the end of 

five years of 67%. The average, minimum and maximum levels of gearing*, based on 

estimates by each AHB participating in the survey were as follows. 

Year Average gearing 

% at year end 

Minimum 

% 

Maximum 

% 

2022 55% 2% 76% 

2023 60% 8% 73% 

2024 63% 16% 74% 

2025 64% 22% 74% 

2026 67% 26% 76% 

* Defined as (Private finance loans + CALF loans - Cash)/Historic cost of housing properties. 

e) The average interest rates reported by the group on borrowing across the period 

2022-2030 are 2.46% for HFA loans and 3.5% for other loans. The aggregate of 

forecast interest payments to be made by all 10 respondents to 2030 is €0.9bn. 

f) All 10 respondents to the survey indicated that they expect CALF loans to be repaid 

in full at the end of their respective terms. 

g) Only three respondents reported that they had undrawn lending facilities available 

during the period of the plan. In total, these were profiled as follows. 
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Year Amount €k 

2021 15,750 

2022 5,750 

2023 250 

2024 250 

2025 250 

  

h) The total reported reserves of all 10 respondents as at their 2021 balance sheet date 

was €512m. 

i) In response to a query regarding the number of social rented housing units that 

would be released from mortgage during the period to December 2030, which might 

be then available for refinancing, it was reported by the group that 1,852 units in 

total would transfer into AHB ownership as unencumbered stock, comprising 366 

CAS units, 1,451 CLSS units and 35 CALF funded properties. 

j) The average total operating costs (covering forecast management, reactive and void 

maintenance and cyclical maintenance expenditure per unit) for the purpose of CALF 

and P&A evaluations was €2,817 across the group. 

k) On voids and bad debt, the average percentage losses experienced by all 

respondents in their last full accounting year were 4.3% and 1.4% respectively. For 

planning purposes, the averages applied were 3.4% and 2.2% respectively. 

5.3 Current challenges  

5.3.1 Gearing 

a) The larger, Tier 3, AHBs that have been at the forefront in recent years of delivering 

new social rented housing units using CALF and P&A funding, have seen a rapid and 

substantial increase in the overall level of debt being carried and reported in their 

respective balance sheets. This has, in turn, led to a significant increase in their 

financial gearing, as measured using the standard ratio accepted by financial 

markets and industry regulators. This is not unexpected, given that CALF and P&A is 

a 100% debt funding model, with 30% of the debt, plus accrued interest, carried in 

full until the end of the loan term. 

b) As noted earlier, the CALF funding model also gives rise to an ever-growing cash 

balance, which is assumed to be ‘ring-fenced’ to repay the CALF loan plus interest 

and meet ongoing maintenance commitments for the life of the property. Carrying 

this growing level of cash presents its own challenges for an AHB Board, who are 

then required not just to manage the inherent treasury risk, but also the 

unfavourable optic of a social enterprise generating what appears to be huge 

amounts of reserves, albeit that these are retained for legitimate purposes. 
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c) The Housing for All plan states4 that, “Approved Housing Bodies will also have a key 

role to play as agents for attracting sustainable investment into social and affordable 

housing”. Some AHBs have already secured loan finance for social rented housing 

projects from non-State funders such as AIB, Nord, and Legal & General, and would 

be keen to attract further investment from such sources, in the event that funds can 

be acquired at a lower overall cost than that offered by HFA, or to mitigate against a 

situation arising where HFA funds are constrained for whatever reason.  

d) We did, however, note that the above statement in Housing for All is made in the 

context of the ongoing discussions concerning the 2018 Eurostat decision to affirm 

AHBs as government sector bodies for classification purposes. It is clear that the 

heavy reliance on HFA and other forms of State funding had a strong bearing on the 

outcome, suggesting that any reversal will require attracting more non-government 

funding into the system. At this point, however, it is not clear to us that there is 

either the commitment or means to do so at scale. Furthermore, our consultation 

with government officials suggests that, despite an aspiration to attract more 

sustainable investment into social and affordable housing set out in Housing for All, 

they do not see a pressing need for AHBs to attract private finance for capital 

development, given the ready availability of relatively low-cost funding from the 

HFA. 

e) We were also made aware during our consultations that the HFA does not regard 

the AHB gearing issue as a matter for concern, largely on the basis that the 

government has affirmed in Housing for All a commitment to continued financial 

support for the sector via the Agency and the fact that, in their view, all AHB lending 

is effectively guaranteed by the State. At the same time, consultees from both 

within and without the sector voiced uncertainty as to the long-term availability of 

funding from the HFA and/or its capacity to deliver the quantum of funding required 

by AHBs to meet the delivery targets set in Housing for All.  

f) Unlike commercial lenders, the HFA does not appear to have required AHBs to 

commit, when borrowing from the Agency, to maintaining any of the traditional 

financial covenants, such as interest cover, asset cover or financial gearing. In the 

course of our consultation, they indicated that there are no plans at this point to 

introduce such covenants into their lending agreements, but they would expect 

external project financing to involve AHBs being presented with ‘much tighter’ 

documentation in terms of loan covenants, particularly in the case of construction 

activity, as opposed to turnkey acquisitions. 

g) If AHBs are to attract a more diverse portfolio of investment into social rented and 

affordable housing, in line with the ICSH Strategic Plan 2026-2026,  it is clear that the 

growing level of debt held on the balance sheets of some of the larger Tier 3 bodies 

(which are expected to deliver the bulk of the new social rented housing required to 

 
4 Housing for All | A New Housing Plan for Ireland, p.99. 
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meet the Housing for All targets) will present an obstacle to securing competitive 

deals from non-government institutions that might be minded to invest in the 

sector. Unlike the HFA, these lenders will expect borrowers to demonstrate that 

they can meet some or all the traditional financial covenants listed above, not only 

in respect of the scheme being funded, but also at a total business level.  

h) Our consultation revealed that one major local bank is aware of the gearing problem 

and actively applies a ceiling on leverage, currently lending to the sector at 80% of 

Loan to Value (LTV), which is higher than their usual 70% level of comfort because of 

the perceived strength of the long-term P&A commitment. They still consider the 

sector to be ‘bankable,’ with robust long-term government support, a not-for-profit 

ethos with no distribution of surpluses, a degree of ‘financial sophistication’ 

amongst the top five or six developing AHBs, and good financial governance/board 

structures. 

i) The median level of financial gearing reported across all registered housing 

associations in the UK for 2020 was reported as 44.5%.5 While not necessarily a 

reflection of the levels of ‘acceptable’ gearing that commercial lenders are prepared 

to countenance, few, in our experience, are prepared to offer covenants in excess of 

70%, and are more likely to seek a covenant in the 50-60% range.  

j) For those AHBs that already have a mix of HFA and non-government loans on their 

balance sheet, there is an added risk that failure to manage their finances effectively 

could result in a breach of loan covenants agreed with external lenders. This might 

result in loans being called in, or a requirement to provide additional security in the 

form of further properties charged and/or cash placed on deposit, neither of which 

might be viable options for the AHB.  

k) AHBs must also be mindful of their regulatory and statutory compliance 

commitments. The AHB Regulatory Authority (AHBRA) states in its Finance Standard 

– Guidance for AHBs that “AHBs should ensure they are compliant with obligations 

under the Charities Acts 2009 and 2014 and the Companies Act 2014. Funding 

obligations consist of financial and non-financial covenants. Compliance reporting to 

the Board should provide assurance that all compliance obligations within the 

individual agreements, as outlined by their funders, are being monitored and 

complied with to safeguard their housing assets.” It also notes that “Where an AHB 

receives most of their capital funding via loan financing there are a range of 

additional risks that the AHB must take account of in their approach to financial 

management.” 

l) In this context, the independent boards of AHBs must take a view on the degree of 

risk that the AHB faces in carrying debt at levels beyond what would be regarded as 

good commercial practice.  

 
5 UK Regulator for Social Housing - 2020_Accounts_VFM_Metric_Tool_ 
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m) Some of the larger AHBs are already geared at a level that is either at, or will shortly 

hit, levels in excess of 70%. We are aware of the view that, while CALF is repayable 

and, as such, rightly included as long-term debt in the gearing calculation, the 

funding has different characteristics to commercial debt. For some, this justifies the 

carrying of a higher level of debt than would normally be the case. 

n) Ultimately, a decision to tolerate a higher overall level of debt must be weighed 

against an assessment of whether, or when, the AHB may find it necessary to secure 

additional, non-State, funding to support ongoing investment plans. In such 

circumstances, potential funders will require to be convinced that the AHB is 

capable of delivering the requisite financial metrics in return for a long-term 

commitment of funds. 

o) To quote one of the AHB respondents to our survey “The current structure of the 

100% debt-based financing…is creating balance sheets full of debt and fully charged 

assets. This is not an attractive feature for potential lenders as the strength in the 

balance sheet for financial risk management is very limited.” 

p) A further consideration on the horizon, is the possibility of International Financial 

Reporting Standard (IFRS) 16 on Leasing being incorporated into Financial Reporting 

Standard (FRS) 102, which is the principal accounting standard that applies to the 

sector. This has the potential to bring leased assets and associated liabilities on to 

the balance sheet, with a consequent impact on gearing. It is not clear at this point if 

and when the Financial Reporting Council (FRC) may decide to incorporate the 

principles of IFRS 16 in FRS 102, or if they do, whether the sector might be afforded 

exemption from doing so, but it is something that may have to be factored into 

business plans at a future point. We do not, at this stage, see evidence of UK 

Housing Associations doing so.  

5.3.2 Revenue shortfalls on older stock  

a) As previously noted, it is widely acknowledged within the sector that the income 

received by AHBs from differential/economic rents and, in the case of CLSS-funded 

properties, management and maintenance allowances, no longer meets the ongoing 

costs of managing and maintaining the fabric of properties to the required 

standards.  

b) This is particularly relevant in the case of older properties funded by CLSS and 

properties funded by CAS, since the CALF and P&A model of funding introduced 

from c.2010 was designed to be full cost recovery, which allows AHBs to build up a 

sinking fund towards future major repair costs. It is, therefore, impacting AHBs in 

different ways depending on their particular stock profile. 

c) Some smaller AHBs report that they have either been unable or unwilling to levy 

increases in economic rents due to affordability concerns. One AHB has not had an 

increase in 20 years. Affordability was clearly not factored into the funding model, 

which assumed that rents, if set appropriately at the outset and managed in 



 Building on Success - A Financial Roadmap for AHBs 
 
 

ICSH October 2022 Page 19 of 41 

conjunction with a sinking fund, would be sufficient to cover future maintenance 

commitments.  

d) An analysis of data provided by members that took part in our survey reveals an 

average annual cost per unit of €4,609, or €2,357 excluding the projected cost of 

future component (kitchens/bathrooms etc.) replacements. Set against this are 

average annual rent receipts of €3,706 for economic rent and €2,563 for differential 

rent, suggesting annual revenue shortfalls of between €903 and €2,046 per 

property. Most AHBs report that they continue to cover these shortfalls from 

reserves, where they exist, but some inevitably find themselves cross-subsiding from 

revenues intended to meet long-term commitments on newer developments funded 

by P&A. 

e) There was general acceptance amongst both the AHBs and other consultees that 

this situation cannot be allowed to continue indefinitely, and that a means of 

addressing it must be identified and implemented as soon as possible. 

5.3.3 ‘Post-mortgage’ funding of CALF funded schemes 

a) Concerns regarding the sufficiency of income to meet costs also results from the 

uncertainty that exists around the funding of operational and maintenance costs of 

CALF and P&A funded schemes beyond the term of the ‘mortgage’ agreements that 

underpin these arrangements. 

b) While ownership of these schemes will pass to the AHB when loans are repaid, the 

lack of detail regarding the income streams that will be available to render them 

economically viable going forward, means that their value as security cannot be 

determined to support refinancing plans.  

c) This effectively stymies the ability to attract new investment into the sector that 

would create additional financial capacity and underpin continued growth in social 

housing. 

5.3.4 Funding for supported housing activities 

a) There is an acknowledgment from the sector that CAS funding has enabled 

development in care and support facilities that would not otherwise have been 

possible. However, there is also recognition of a need for a more joined-up approach 

between the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH) and 

the Health Service Executive (HSE) to ensure that funding for housing and care is 

considered in tandem and that schemes are not unduly delayed awaiting approval 

from one or the other, most often the latter.  

b) As rents are incapable of supporting both housing and care provision, the majority of 

support services offered by AHBs, particularly Tier 1 bodies, is funded under section 

39 of the Health Act 2004, which provides for financial support to be extended to 

community, voluntary & not-for-profit agencies delivering health and social care 
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services. A small number of AHBs also receive funding for disability support services 

under section 38 of the Act.  

c) Funding is additionally available, through LAs, under section 10 of the Housing Act 

1988, to cover costs incurred by housing authorities in providing homeless 

accommodation and related services. 

d) We understand that there is, at present, no revenue funding available for elderly 

housing support. 

e) During our consultation, AHBs reported that the section 39 funding often now 

represents less than half the cost required to run supported accommodation 

effectively. There has been no real review or increase in funding for several years. 

Costs are in many cases having to be subsidised from rents received from 

independent housing units. AHBs also find that funding is extended on a ‘one-off’ 

basis, making it difficult to plan for services over the longer term.  

f) AHBs further report that they find section 39 funding difficult to access, with a 

general lack of support available to guide smaller AHBs through the application 

process. An example was cited where an AHB has had a business case awaiting a 

decision from the HSE for over two years.  

g) A common issue raised by those surveyed was the challenge presented as a result of 

the HSE and DHLGH operating in ‘silos’ which results in fragmented funding streams 

and requires AHBs to engage with multiple funding sources. We were also made 

aware of a case where care and support are operated independently to housing, i.e., 

the AHB leaves the care side to the HSE and individuals have care packages in place, 

which is felt to work well. 

6. Towards a more sustainable model 

6.1 Potential solutions to addressing some of the challenges outlined above are set out 

below. Some have already been flagged in discussions between various stakeholders, but 

all would require further modelling to test feasibility across the wider sector and inform 

further discussions with government agencies. 

6.2 Options to address the gearing issue 

a) As identified above, the gearing issue has largely arisen due to the nature of the 

100% debt model that underpins CALF and P&A funding. The ICSH financial viability 

model, which is integral to the approved funding application process, has been used 

in this case to evaluate some of the options, as the resulting model outputs should 

assist an understanding of the proposals as against the current arrangements. It also 

means that proposals can, in whole or in part, be accommodated within the existing 

evaluation and assessment process. 

b) Introduction of grant funding 
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The withdrawal of CLSS funding marked the end of grant funding for AHB provision of 

general needs housing, replaced with 100% debt (CALF/HFA) funding and P&A 

revenue support. As shown in Appendix 4, this contrasts with the position in other 

jurisdictions where housing grant continues to be a key mainstay of capital funding 

for sustainable social housing provision. 

For the purpose of evaluating the impact of reintroducing capital grant support for 

social housing provision, we adopted a model that one of the larger AHBs developed 

for one of their live schemes, which was then used to flex inputs and test the impact 

of substituting loans with grant. 

The approach involved moving through a number of progressive stages to test the 

impact on key outputs, as a means to understanding the impact of varying certain 

variables in the model. The steps involved, together with the results obtained, are set 

out below. 

A B C D 

   6.3  

Assume CALF is 

retained and not 

repaid 

Maximise senior 

(HFA) debt 

Reduce P&A % to 

match NPV* result 

of Base model 

6.4 Repay CALF and 

reduce P&A with 

grant at a level 

which matches the 

DSC** of Base 

* NPV = Net present value **DSC = Debt Service Cover 

The following are the results obtained using the above approach. 

 

The impacts of the above from the perspective of the AHB and the state funders can 

be summarised as follows. 

A B C D

Base Retain CALF Max Snr Debt Reduce P&A Add Grant

CALF € 4,839,154     4,839,154      4,090,461          4,090,461      4,839,154      

HFA € 16,200,648   16,200,648    16,949,341        14,552,555    14,382,727    

Equity € 0                  0                   0                       2,396,786      0                   

Grant € -                  -                   -                        -                   1,817,920      

21,039,802   21,039,802    21,039,802        21,039,802    21,039,802    

NPV 4,034,365     8,006,189      7,257,496          4,034,365      3,167,007      

P&A % 92% 92% 92% 81% 83%

P&A € p.a. 994,152        994,152        994,152             874,122        894,152        

Max Loan € 16,949,341   16,949,341    16,949,341        14,552,555    14,952,513    

Min DSCR % 110.19% 110.19% 105.32% 90.98% 110.04%
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 A B C D 

 Retain CALF Max Snr Debt Reduce P&A Add Grant 

AHB 

impact 

No change to 

available funding 

- CALF simply 

retained. 

NPV doubles. 

No change to 

overall funding 

but Senior debt 

% rises & CALF % 

falls. 

NPV falls back to 

80% higher than 

Base. 

6.5 Funding shortfall 

as maximum 

loan is restricted 

due to fall in 

income. 

Project now 

requires €2.4m 

of equity. 

Senior debt 

reduced by c11% 

& overall debt 

incl. CALF by 9%. 

Funder 

impact 

6.6 No change to 

CALF extended 

at outset but 

CALF not repaid. 

No change to 

P&A extended 

for project but 

as CALF is not 

repaid P&A is 

effectively 

‘overpaid’. 

CALF 

requirement 

reduced.  

P&A remains 

same, so P&A 

still ‘overpaid’ if 

CALF not repaid. 

P&A reduces by 

11% (€120k p.a.) 

against original 

Base value. 

6.7 No change to 

Base level of 

CALF.  

6.8 P&A reduces by 

9.3% on Base 

(€100k p.a.) as 

senior debt is 

reduced. 

6.9 Grant outlay of 

8.6% of project 

cost. 

 

Building on the above approach, we flexed the model further by linking the 

reduction in P&A percentage with the size of the grant (as a percentage of the 

capital cost), and obtained the following results. 
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This would require to be tested against differing scheme assumptions. However, the 

basic premise that debt service cover ratio (DSCR) can be maintained at the required 

level of 110% while substituting senior debt with grant and reducing the P&A 

percentage by a corresponding amount, appears to hold. 

In carrying out the above assessment we also tested the impact on the net present 

value (NPV) of the combined CALF, P&A and grant cashflows over the lifetime of the 

scheme, from the perspective of the State. As the graph shows, this suggests that, 

under the current arrangements, this equates to c.105% of the capital cost of the 

scheme. In this case, therefore, introducing grant funding has the effect of reducing 

the NPV cost to the State closer to 100% of the original cost over the scheme 

lifetime. 

c) Early repayment of CALF 

Using the same model, we modified the CALF repayment schedule such that, instead 

of repaying all of the CALF at the end of the loan term, two-thirds of the initial 

capital value of the loan (i.e., excluding interest) is repaid during the scheme 

lifetime, in equal instalments at year 10 and year 20, with no adjustment to the 

original P&A calculation. The results obtained are summarised in the following 

diagram, which also shows the path of gearing assuming substitution of senior debt 

by a 10% grant (with no early repayment of CALF). 
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As the diagram indicates, while there is no immediate advantage to repaying CALF in 

this manner, there are benefits across the life of the scheme, in that overall gearing 

can be reduced by almost 10% from year 10 and progressively between years 11 and 

20, to almost 20%.  

We are aware that any early repayment of CALF would require HFA approval as the 

senior debt provider, but we understand from our consultations that the Agency 

might be favourably disposed to such a proposal, albeit that each project would 

have to be considered on its own merits. The approach could either apply to new 

schemes coming forward for funding, or HFA might be minded to also accept 

requests for CALF to be repaid – where resources allowed – on earlier schemes. 

d) Conversion of an element of CALF loans to a perpetual State ‘equity’ stake in funded 

assets  

i) An issue raised by a number of the non-AHB consultees during our review was 

the uncertainty that exists regarding the future utilisation of fully funded assets 

once loans have been fully repaid and ownership formally transferred to the 

AHB. While there is no suggestion that the sector would seek to utilise the 

assets for any purpose other than the continued provision of social rented 

housing, there remain concerns that future boards might adopt a more 

commercial approach to furthering an AHB’s aims. This could result in some of 
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these assets being utilised in a manner contrary to that which might be 

approved by the government of the day. 

ii) One approach that has been suggested to address this issue is for the State to 

retain an equity stake in the relevant assets. Some immediate questions we 

would have in this regard include: 

a. Would the retention of an equity stake in the property impact the AHBs 

ability to leverage the asset as security in any subsequent refinancing 

scheme? If so, then its value is greatly diminished as, unlike the grant option, 

it would restrict the ability of AHBs to achieve greater self-sufficiency over 

the longer term through refinancing. 

b. Would it comply with charity law and/or meet with the approval of the 

Charities regulator, as there are specific rules that apply to the sale or 

granting of interests in charitable assets to third parties? 

c. If control is the main issue can this not be exercised through planning 

restrictions or similar? 

iii) Assuming, however, that the proposal was feasible, it might be combined with 

the potential for early CALF repayment discussed above, such that the 

remaining capital element of the loan (one-third of the original capital advance 

in the case of the example above), would convert to an equity stake at the 

termination of the loan term. With no adjustment to that element of the P&A 

revenue that was designated to repay the loan, the cash ‘released’ would then 

be available to support new social rented housing projects. 

e) Other options 

Additional options to address the gearing issue that we came across during our 

consultation, but have not explored in detail, include the following. 

i) Mergers or stock transfers between AHBs with high gearing and those with low 

gearing to derive a lower, overall gearing level against a given asset base. From 

our experience of advising clients in this area, we know that this is something 

that requires careful due diligence and is seldom a ‘quick fix.’  

ii) An alternative funding structure whereby the CALF debt is no longer held by the 

AHB but by the ‘sponsoring’ local authority. In such an event, it would be 

important to clarify whether ownership would still pass to the AHB at the end of 

the loan term.  

f) CALF & P&A review 

At the date of this report, the outcome of the CALF and P&A funding review has not 

been formally released. We understand, however, that it is likely to: 

i) Propose that the link between the market rent and the agreed level of P&A be 

discontinued; 
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ii) Propose that P&A be set such that the maximum HFA loan capacity is increased 

from 80% to 90%; and 

iii) Propose that the level of P&A be set to achieve a 20% surplus on operating 

costs, to recognise the risk premium attributed to viability assessments. This 

suggests that the P&A will in future be split between the proportion designated 

to meet the loan and interest payments, and that which is advanced to cover 

operating costs.  

6.3 While the full impact of these changes on future funding remains to be seen, we have 

not been privy to the detail of ongoing discussions regarding the proposals and, as such, 

they are not factored into our report. 

6.4 Addressing revenue shortfalls on older stock 

a) There is clearly a consensus between AHBs impacted by this issue and external 

stakeholders, that a review of the revenue streams designed to provide for the 

ongoing management and maintenance of stock funded via CLSS and CAS is long 

overdue. Our review has highlighted that the participating AHBs are currently 

experiencing an average annual shortfall of between €906 and €2,046 per property. 

b) The extent to which the shortfall can be addressed by a review of the management 

and maintenance allowance provided for CLSS-funded properties, and/or the 

arrangements for the uplift of economic rents associated with CAS-funded stock, is 

unclear at this point.  

c) A suggestion that emerged from our consultations, was that there might be scope 

for the extension of ‘upfront’ loans to AHBs, to cover identified funding shortfalls, 

with a P&A arrangement to cover repayment. It was, however, noted that there is 

no funding line in State budgets to cover this at present, leading to the further 

suggestion that the funding might be advanced from monies due on CALF 

repayments. 

6.5 Solutions to improve funding for supported housing 

6.5.1 We note that Housing for All commits to a number of initiatives to improve support for 

social inclusion, specifically in relation to older people, people with a disability, 

travellers and refugees. It also confirms an intention to extend capital funding under 

CAS for the further development of housing to meet the needs of “specific vulnerable 

cohorts” that are eligible for the funding. What is not clear is the extent to which 

revenue funding will be available to support the provision by AHBs and others of 

services to these groups, which may again fall to the HSE and other government 

agencies. 

 Suggestions put forward by consultees to address issues raised in connection with 

supported housing funding included: 

a) The introduction of multi-annual funding packages. These have proved successful 

elsewhere and by way of example we have included, at Appendix 5, a case study 
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setting out the approach adopted by Homes England to the funding of affordable 

housing projects via strategic partnerships. Homes England provide a multi-year 

funding prospectus, for example the 2021-26 prospectus includes that 10% of the 

programme is set aside for the development of supported housing – this includes 

housing for older people as well as other groups requiring specialist housing and is 

defined as ‘any housing scheme where accommodation is provided alongside care, 

support or supervision to help people live as independently as possible in the 

community’;  

b) A more ‘joined-up’ approach between the DHLGH and the HSE in approving new 

schemes, with greater involvement from the Housing Agency and local authorities 

in supporting special needs provision, and a clear linkage between the approval of 

capital and revenue supports; 

c) That DHLGH join with the sector in seeking an urgent, formal review by the HSE of 

section 39 funding, to avoid a continuation of the situation where care and support 

costs have to be subsidised from rents received from independent housing units; 

d) The introduction of a consolidated fund under a broader social inclusion heading. 

For example, both Wales and Scotland have a ring-fenced fund called Supporting 

People, which is held by local authorities and used to commission the revenue 

funding required to pay for support staff. In NI, the Supporting People programme 

administered by the Housing Executive on behalf of the Department for 

Communities, grant funds – from a budget of c€83m - some 85 delivery partners 

that, between them, provide over 850 housing support services to almost 19,000 

service users. 

7. Improved approaches 

7.1 During the consultation process, we sought feedback from participants on short- and 

long-term actions that they felt might serve to increase the scale and speed of delivery 

and improve overall approaches to new social rented housing provision. A summary of 

the responses received in this regard is attached at Appendix 6. 

7.2 A recurring theme in our discussions with smaller AHBs and external consultees was the 

scope and/or requirement for consolidation in the sector. The general consensus is that 

this is both necessary and inevitable, and will possibly be hastened by the introduction of 

statutory regulation. 

7.3 At the same time, it is recognised that smaller AHBs contribute greatly to local 

communities, particularly where they serve the needs of vulnerable groups, and that 

consolidation is not always a straightforward process. For these reasons, a number of 

consultees felt that a means should be found to leverage the expertise and resources of 

the larger AHBs to, for example, provide shared services to support smaller bodies with 

funding applications, accounting, payroll etc. Our feedback suggests that there would be 
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strong government support for such a move. Collaboration funding provided through 

ICSH is welcomed and needs to continue on an annual basis.  

8. Observations 

8.1 In the context of a ‘strategic financial roadmap’ that would enable AHBs to continue to 

deliver social rented, affordable and supported housing at scale in accordance with the 

government’s Housing for All action plan, we have drawn the following observations 

from our review. 

8.1.1 The bulk of housing delivery ‘at scale’ has, thus far, been undertaken by a small number 

of Tier 3 bodies. The progress made in this regard is generally regarded as impressive 

and there is a real consensus that the sector now has access to a range of key skills that 

can, and should, be leveraged to maximum advantage in increasing the stock of 

affordable housing. 

8.1.2 There is, however, also a view that the drive and capability demonstrated by this group 

has resulted in competition for sites that has driven up prices, and that, together, they 

have created a ‘monopolistic’ environment that makes it harder for other, smaller AHBs 

to avail of new opportunities and funding. In this context it is felt that the sector might 

benefit from a coming together of several mid-tier AHBs to increase the number of 

bodies capable of developing at scale.  

8.1.3 Perceptions also clearly exist that CALF and P&A funding has afforded ‘excess’ financial 

benefits to some AHBs, resulting in the accumulation of ‘surplus’ reserves, and that 

funding is risk-free, i.e., that ‘every cent’ required to repay loans and meet scheme costs 

is ultimately funded by the State. These views perhaps partly explain why, in the context 

of delivering more at scale, the sector was considered by a number of external 

consultees to be ‘risk-averse’ and ‘fiscally very cautious.’  

8.1.4 These perceptions, in the context of the gearing issue that has been highlighted as one of 

the major challenges facing those AHBs wishing to continue to deliver new social rented 

housing at scale, suggest that the extent of the dilemma facing Boards with high levels of 

debt on their balance sheet is not well enough understood. It was suggested to us, for 

example, that it might simply be a ‘governance issue’ that the regulator could resolve, 

highlighting an apparent lack of comprehension as to the legal status of AHBs and the 

statutory responsibilities of Board members.  

8.1.5 We believe that if there is to be real progress on this issue, it is essential that a means be 

found to arrive at a common – and informed - understanding of the underlying problem 

and the relief that might be afforded by potential solutions, some of which we have 

explored in this report.  We also recognise that the degree to which each of these 

options might benefit individual AHBs will depend on their own particular circumstances. 

Devising a workable solution will entail careful modelling to verify feasibility, alongside 

detailed collaboration with the various agencies involved. 



 Building on Success - A Financial Roadmap for AHBs 
 
 

ICSH October 2022 Page 29 of 41 

8.1.6 On the issue of revenue shortfalls on older CLSS and CAS stock, we note the general 

consensus around the need for a review of the revenue streams that provide for the 

ongoing management and maintenance of stock. We concur that this is urgently 

required if AHBs are to cease cross-subsidising these activities from revenues earmarked 

for other purposes, and ensure that stock is sustained for long-term use. 

8.1.7 Clarifying the position as regards the post-mortgage funding of current CALF and P&A 

schemes would also allow AHBs to plan how best to utilise this stock to create additional 

financial capacity in support of further investment. Along with addressing the gearing 

issue, it would assist the process of introducing a more diverse funding base into the 

sector.  

8.1.8 As regards funding for supported housing, feedback from our consultations suggests that 

there is a broad acceptance amongst AHBs that a more joined-up approach between the 

Housing and Health departments would allow the sector to do more to support the 

Housing for All objectives around social inclusion. Too much time and energy would 

appear to be expended by AHBs in ‘joining the dots’ to render schemes financially viable. 

We suspect, however, that this view is not shared by actors on the State side, with one 

commentator suggesting that AHBs need to do more to “...encourage the HSE to come to 

the table.” On a more positive note, the St Michael’s development in Inchicore, Dublin, 

was cited to us as a good example of positive collaboration between the DHLGH, the 

HSE, Dublin City Council, Alone and Circle VHA, which might be a model that could be 

adopted for future use. 

8.1.9 One issue that did not feature prominently in our consultation feedback was that of 

value for money (VFM). The AHBRA Financial Standard states that ’Value for Money’ 

should underpin all expenditure, demonstrated by the effective and efficient use of an 

AHBs financial resources. We would expect, based on the experience of HAs in other 

jurisdictions, that VFM and the ability to demonstrate same will become increasingly 

important over time. In this context a pre-requisite, in our view, to any discussions 

concerning the financial sustainability of the sector is the ability to show that business 

plans aim to deliver increased efficiency and/or improved VFM over time. One example 

that was given in this regard concerned the scope for rationalisation of stock between 

AHBs on a geographic basis, to target reductions in operating costs. 

8.1.10 Finally, given the wide support for the development of a ‘shared services’ facility to 

relieve administrative pressures on smaller AHBs, we feel that this is something that ICSH 

should pursue in conjunction with the larger Tier 3 bodies and the Housing 

Agency/DHLGH. 
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9. Vision 2030 

9.1 From our discussions with the ICSH and the members that took part in our consultations, 

we believe that the sector has a vision that, by 2030, it will:  

a) Be in a position to continue making a significant contribution to national housing and 

social need through the delivery of social rented housing and cost rental housing at 

scale, and the provision of vital support and special needs services to communities 

across Ireland; 

b) Be recognised by government departments and their various agencies as an 

independent, capable and trusted partner in the delivery of housing and social policy; 

c) Be recognised as a professional, well governed and regulated sector that has 

demonstrated clear commitment and the capability to deliver business plan 

objectives in a safe and sustainable financial environment; and 

d) Be confident that it has the necessary resources and support to maintain its assets, 

deliver quality services and continue providing high standards of tenant support to 

sustain thriving communities across Ireland.  

10. Roadmap to 2030 

10.1 Based on the findings from our review, we believe that a strategic ‘roadmap’ to support 

a journey towards the above vision should include the following. 

a) Identification of means and actions to secure, at the earliest possible opportunity, a 

common understanding with sponsoring government departments and agencies as 

to the true nature of the issues and challenges faced by the sector. Evidence 

suggests that the sector is too often regarded as an extension of public services, 

whereas it is in fact made up of independent, not-for-profit bodies with voluntary 

boards that have distinct responsibilities under law, which do not appear to be 

universally understood. This, coupled with the fact that AHBs are subject to 

accounting rules that are not driven by public expenditure rounds or the nuances of 

departmental budget management, can give rise to differing perspectives on funding 

priorities and financial risk. It is essential, if AHBs are to continue to make a 

significant contribution to housing and social policy initiatives, that discussions with 

government sponsors take place in a more informed environment. Whatever means 

is adopted to promote such wider understanding should extend across departments 

and promote a more joined-up approach to supporting the range of services 

delivered by the sector. 

b) Identification of means and actions to promote a greater level of trust and 

cooperation between the sector and State agencies. While the sector has proved its 

ability to partner effectively with government and others in the delivery of 

challenging policy objectives there is evidence to suggest that, in some quarters, its 

commitment to same remains in doubt. For example, we have already alluded to 
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feedback that, for example, CALF and P&A funding has allowed some AHBs to 

accumulate ‘excess’ reserves, that the sector is considered by some to be ‘risk-

averse’ or that there is a degree of concern that ownership of funded properties will 

pass to AHBs when loans are repaid in full. This suggests that the sector still needs to 

do more to convince some sponsors of its long-term commitment to social values 

and the communities that AHBs serve. In this context we note that there are good 

examples of multi-agency collaborations that have already delivered real social 

value, which afford good evidence of capability and commitment to shared 

objectives. 

c) In terms of ensuring a sustainable financial future for the sector, one, if not the most 

pressing, issue that must be addressed is the requirement to shore up gaps that 

already exist in revenue funding (‘legacy’ issues) and to secure future income 

streams that recognise the long-term nature of commitments that exist for AHBs to 

support tenants, sustain properties for future social housing needs and maintain 

vital services to marginalised and vulnerable groups. As it stands the absence of such 

arrangements also negates any possibility of unencumbered stock being utilised as 

security for refinancing purposes. 

d) In addition to securing a solution to the gearing issue, which is addressed in our 

report, and in light of questions raised during our consultations regarding the 

consistency and effectiveness of reserve (sometimes referred to as ‘sinking fund’) 

management across the sector, we believe that there is an onus on AHB boards to 

confirm that their approach to balance sheet management – and particularly debt 

risk management – is sufficiently robust as part of a safe and sustainable approach 

to financial management. If properly expedited, this should also enable the sector to 

unlock additional financial capability on a ‘rolling’ basis by means of the refinancing 

and securitisation of unencumbered assets. Further discussions may be required 

and/or guidance provided by ICSH as to what constitutes ‘safe and sustainable’ in 

this context, and it will inevitably reflect ongoing discussions with government 

regarding the long-term capital and revenue funding of the sector. 

10.2 In terms of priority and timing we would suggest that consideration should be given to 

addressing the above actions in the following timeline to achieve the vision set out for 

2030. 

Objective Urgent 
ASAP 

Short term 
1-2 Years 

Medium 
term 

Years 3-5 

1. Secure a common and more informed 
understanding with government funders as 
to the nature and scale of the issues & 
challenges facing the sector, and in 
particular for those AHBs that carry high 
levels of debt, the gearing issue. 
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Objective Urgent 
ASAP 

Short term 
1-2 Years 

Medium 
term 

Years 3-5 

2. Begin the process of promoting a greater 
level of trust between the sector and State 
agencies. 

  

3. Secure additional funding to shore up 
revenue gaps in legacy rents and support 
(special needs) funding, and clarify post-
mortgage revenue funding arrangements 
for CALF/P&A schemes. 



 

 

4. Complete a review of Balance Sheet 
management and put in place processes 
that provide adequate assurance that 
these arrangements are sufficiently robust, 
promote a safe and sustainable approach 
to financial management, and provide a 
sound basis for identifying and, where 
appropriate, unlocking additional financial 
capacity to fund further growth by 
refinancing unencumbered assets.  

  

 

 

11. Disclaimer 

11.1 The status of Campbell Tickell’s advice to clients is as follows. 

We are a management consultancy, which provides general advice, reviews, reports, good practice 
guidance and recruitment services to a range of clients. This statement applies to our partners, 
employees, associates and interim placements and applies in all situations unless otherwise specified. 
We are not authorised or qualified to give legal advice to clients, and our advice should not be taken 
as such; reference to a legal firm or barrister will always be required in connection with the 
interpretation of law, statute, regulations or contracts. Similarly, we are neither auditors nor valuers, 
nor authorised by the Financial Conduct Authority to give formal advice on treasury, tax matters, or 
other financial matters for which authorisation is required. As regards building safety, we are not 
qualified to certify whether or not a particular building or building material is or is not safe in terms of 
fire or general safety. Accordingly, no formal or legal reliance may be placed on our written or spoken 
general management advice in relation to these or other similar matters without additional reference 
to an appropriately qualified person or firm, such as a valuer, auditor, lawyer, treasury advisor or 
safety professional. In giving our general advice or guidance, we will seek to draw attention to any 
such matters where the further advice of a qualified third party may be required. Our advice to clients 
is provided solely for the use of the client in question and we take no responsibility for any reliance 
that any third party may place on it. 

 

Campbell Tickell October 2022 
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Appendix 1  Documents supplied for the review 

2002 Housing Policy Review 1990-2002 

2007 Strategic Review of the Capital Funding Schemes Sept 2009 

2007 Delivering Homes, Sustaining Communities - Housing Policy 

2011 Housing Policy Statement 

2014 Enabling the Delivery of Social Housing in Ireland (Altair) 

2014 Financing of Social Housing in Selected European Countries 

2014 NESC Review of Irish Social and Affordable Housing Provision 

2014 Social Housing Strategy 2020 

2014 The NESC 2014 Report – Social Housing at a Crossroads 

2016 Rebuilding Ireland 

2019 Value for Money Local Government Audit Service 2019 

2021 Budget 2022 Analysis of Social Housing Acquisitions 

2021 A Platform for Sustainable Growth (Savills, May 2021) 

2021 Housing for All 

2021 ICSH Consultation on Financial Standard 31 May 2021 

2021 Spending Review 2021 – Analysis of Social Housing Current Expenditure  

2022 NESC DRAFT Housing Report (June 2022) 

ICSH Financial Appraisal Model 
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Appendix 2  List of consultees 

Sector 

ICSH Finance Working Group representatives 

AHB Tier 1 representatives 

AHB Tier 2 representatives 

AHB Tier 3 Development Managers 

  

External 

Department of Housing 

Housing Agency 

Housing Finance Agency 

AIB  

Eoin Ó Broin (Sinn Fein) 

Professor Michelle Norris (UCD) 
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Appendix 3 AHB Housing for All targets 2022-2026 

 AHB % 2022-2026 Total AHB Number 

Carlow  40 462 185 

Cavan  40 490 196 

Clare  40 833 333 

Cork County 50 3198 1599 

Cork City 50 2991 1496 

Donegal  40 879 352 

Dublin City 50 10552 5276 

DLR 50 2373 1187 

Fingal 50 3640 1820 

Galway County 40 1727 691 

Galway City 40 1235 494 

Kerry  40 1454 582 

Kildare  40 2416 966 

Kilkenny  40 803 321 

Laois  40 534 214 

Leitrim  40 139 56 

Limerick 40 2693 1077 

Longford  40 390 156 

Louth  40 1357 543 

Mayo  40 730 292 

Meath  40 1525 610 

Monaghan  40 361 144 

Offaly  40 463 185 

Roscommon  40 250 100 

Sligo  40 517 207 

South Dublin 50 3671 1836 

Tipperary  40 887 355 

Waterford 40 1103 441 

Westmeath  40 745 298 

Wexford  40 1150 460 

Wicklow  40 1526 610 

2022-2026  51,094 23,080 
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Appendix 4 Comparative funding models 

 Ireland England Wales NI Scotland Austria France 

Types of 
providers 

Approved 
Housing Bodies 
 

Local 
Authorities 

 
Land 
Development 
Agency  

Housing 
Associations 
 
Local 
Authorities 
 
ALMOS 

Housing 
Associations 
 
Local 
Authorities 

Housing 
Associations 
 
NI Housing 
Executive  
 

Housing 
Associations 
 
Public 
Authorities 
 

Limited Profit 
Housing 
Associations  
 
Local 
Government 
(municipal)  
 
Central and 
regional 
government 
 

Habitations à 
loyer modéré 
(private or 
public) 
 
Subsidised 
housing (built 
by private 
sector) 
 
Co-operatives 

Funding 
Methods 

Public Loans 
(HFA/CALF) 
 
Commercial 
Loans 
 
CAS 
‘mortgage’ 
lending for 
specific 
purposes 
(Grant) 

Social Housing 
Grants  
 
Commercial 
loans/capital 
markets  
 
Cross Subsidy 
market sales 
 
 

Social Housing 
Grants 
 
Commercial 
Loans/capital 
markets 
 
 
 

Social Housing 
Grants 
 
Commercial 
Loans/capital 
markets 
 
 

Commercial 
Loans/capital 
markets 
 
Institutional 
finance 
supported by 
government 
initiatives 

Public loans 
 
Commercial 
loans 
 
Developer 
Equity  
 
Tenant Equity  

Grants & 
subsidies 
 
Public loans 
 
Commercial 
loans/capital 
markets 
 
Public savings 
schemes linked 
to LT loans 
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Appendix 5 Strategic partnerships case study (Homes England) 

In England, a non-departmental public body, Homes England (HE) (which is accountable to 

Parliament via the Department of Levelling Up, Housing and Communities) - funds affordable 

housing. 

Founded in 2018, HE replaced the Homes and Community Agency (HCA) and describe 

themselves as “The government’s housing accelerator. We have the appetite, influence, 

expertise and resources to drive positive market change.”6  

HE is responsible for: 

• Increasing the number of new homes – including affordable homes and homes for market, 

sale or rent; 

• Improving existing affordable homes and bringing empty homes back into use as affordable 

housing; 

• Increasing the supply of public land and speeding the rate that it can be built on; and  

• Helping to stimulate local economic growth by using their land and investment and 

attracting private sector investment.7  

HE has in place funding programmes to support housing-led developments. These include 

strategic partnerships with providers of social housing to increase the delivery of affordable 

housing. Rather than applying for funding on a scheme-by-scheme basis, strategic partners 

enter into a multi-year grant agreement with HE to deliver affordable housing. The benefit for 

partners is it gives them the certainty of grant for the duration of the partnership – enabling 

planning programmes to be better planned. Strategic partners also have access to HE’s wider 

expertise, insight and influence.  

Grant funding helps support the capital costs of developing affordable housing for rent or sale. 

As the National Housing Federation (the trade body for English housing associations) explains:  

“Grant can be thought of as the balancing item in a scheme appraisal – the amount of subsidy 

required for an affordable housing development to “stack up”, usually meaning it meets a 

minimum net present value (NPV) or internal rate of return (IRR) hurdle rate. Both not-for-profit 

housing associations and for-profit registered providers perform a similar appraisal analysis and 

target similar ungeared levels of investment return of c5-6%.”8 

In September 2021, HE announced that it had awarded £5.2bn of grant to 31 strategic 

partnerships to complete just under 90,000 affordable homes by 2028. The National Housing 

Federation worked out that the total programme comprises nearly 50% on home ownership 

tenures, around 14% on social rent and around 36% on affordable rent. 9 

 
6 About us - Homes England - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
7 Ibid. 
8 What do the AHP Strategic Partnerships tell us – NHF (www.housing.org.uk) 
9 Ibid. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/homes-england/about
https://www.housing.org.uk/news-and-blogs/blogs/nathan-pickles/what-do-the-ahp-strategic-partnerships-tell-us/
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A summary of grants awarded is included below. 

Strategic 
partnership 
 

Grant awarded 
 

Homes 
committed  
 

Grant/unit 
(£000s) 
 

Region/category 
 

Metropolitan 
Thames Valley 

£62.6m 1,500 42 Mixed 

Sage £73.5m 1,750 42 For profit 

Onward £152.4m 3,208 48 North 

EMH and 
Midland Heart 

£171.7m 3,551 48 Midlands 

LiveWest £123.6m 2,550 48 South West 

Great Places £240.8m 4,920 49 North 

Sanctuary  £99.5m 2,000 50 Mixed 

Sovereign £166.9m 3,338 50 South East 

Torus £140.3m 2,736 51 North 

Clarion £249.7m 4,770 52 Mixed 

Riverside £80.8m 1,530 53 North 

Platform £250m 4,680 53 Midlands 

Vistry £83m 1,474 56 For profit 

Greensquare 
Accord 

£212.9m 3,755 57 Mixed 

Places for 
People 

£250m 4,403 57 Mixed 

Longhurst and 
NCHA 

£230m 3,935 58 Midlands 

Thirteen £191.3m 3,270 59 North 

Legal and 
General 

£125.5m 2,121 59 For profit 

Karbon £131.5m 2,200 60 North 

Guinness and 
Stonewater 

£250m 4,180 60 Mixed 

Bromford £239.9m 4,000 60 Midlands 

Together £249.9m 4,047 62 North 

Flagship £93m 1,500 62 East 

McCarthy Stone £93.9m 1,500 63 For profit 

Accent £210.2m 3,305 64 Mixed 

Curo and Swan £160.4m 2,425 66 Mixed 

Vivid £105.6m 1,550 68 South East 

Orbit £103.9m 1,500 69 Midlands 

Aster £144m 1,550 74 South West 

Abri £250m 3,218 78 South East 

Hyde £250m 3,000 83 Mixed 

Total £5,157m 89,466 57.6 -- 
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Appendix 6 Summary of responses on improved approaches 

Responses to identify potential short- and long-term actions that might increase the scale and 

speed of delivery, and improve approaches to new social housing provision. 

 

Solution Issues/Comments  

More partnership 

between providers to 

increase capability and 

reduce costs 

• Smaller AHBs should link in with the larger ones and plan for the future 

• Reduce competition - AHBs, LDA, LAs all competing for the same schemes 

& driving up prices  

• As a smaller AHB we need to partner with other AHBs or developers as we 

do not have the capacity but can guarantee purchase of a % of units  

• Consolidation of smaller tier 1 and tier 2 AHBs into larger entities that can 

sustain more ambitious development programmes  

• More collaborative working to resolve issues and remove barriers to 

delivery  

• Too much competition with competing interests 

Improve the funding 

process 

• Clearer processes with the HA and the Department on approvals 

• Lengthy funding application procedure, particularly CAS 

• Speed of approval of developments for CALF and other funding  

• It is slow to process funding at government level – this makes it 

challenging for vendors to acquire properties  

Breakdown red tape 

to acquiring land and 

planning permission 

• Planning process needs to be reviewed and reformed – need to look at 

spatial strategy as everything seems to be in Dublin 

• Planning permission is slow and laborious  

• Expand state housing construction agency with objective of targeting 

geographic supply gaps 

• Reduce competition with private sector buyers for limited supply by 

segregating supply on a needs basis at the planning stage 

• Revisit Part 8 [planning] with LA land transfers 

• Access to HSE sites 

• Increase contribution from 10% to 20% for Part V and ensure all property 

is of the same standard  

Assistance in driving 

down construction 

costs and increasing 

skilled labourers  

• Recent significant increase in inflation, in particular in construction costs 

will reduce the pace of delivery in the short to medium term 

• Inflationary costs of construction are an issue in tying down costs and 

contracts  

• Faster planning process required 

• Development of cost-effective construction methods and AHB construction 

projects with ability to mitigate risk 
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Solution Issues/Comments 

• Currently the biggest challenge to the commencement of new construction

schemes is the volatility and uncertainty around inflation and cost of

materials and labour

• Developers/contractors are not willing to commit to fixed price contracts –

back-to-back support mechanism in place with Dept. of Housing needed

• Increasing construction costs, material shortages and labour constraints

• Construction sector does not have the capacity to deliver 40,000 homes –

think labour is the main issue, the cost of materials and viability is another

issue

• Challenges recruiting and retaining limited pool of skilled labour in the

sector

• Shortage of human resource skill sets in the country currently in the

construction industry

• Supply chain delays and availability of labour

Seek out and develop 

new construction 

methods and 

requirements  

• Development of cost-effective construction methods

• Independent building standard oversight to reduce the incidence of

construction defects going forward

• Reduce dependence on private developers and turnkey projects by

expanding sources of supply

• Support for modern building methods

Review regulatory and 

governmental 

environment  

• Too many government agencies involved, and consolidation needs to

happen

• Address multiple regulation – too many regulators: AHBRA/Charity

Reg/HIQA/RTB
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