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20 December 2016 
 
 
 

Dear Sir/Madam 
 
PROGRAMME FOR GOVERNMENT – COMMENTS IN RESPECT OF HOUSING 
(OUTCOME 8 AND OUTCOME 13) 
 
1. I am writing on behalf of NIPSA to present our views on the Programme for 

Government, with specific reference to Housing.  These comments should be read in 
conjunction with the main overall response provided by NIPSA to the public 
consultation on the Programme for Government. 

 
2. These comments have also been sent to the Senior Responsible Officer for Outcome 

8 and Outcome 13, given that some of the comments are specific in nature to those 
particular Outcomes.  However, given that it is NIPSA’s view that there are also a 
number of other outcomes where housing matters should be considered we deemed 
it appropriate to send these comments to the Executive Office to ensure they are 
considered more broadly. 

 
3. Unfortunately by limiting the Programme for Government emphasis on Housing to 

Outcome 8 and Outcome 13 (as well as indicators 8 and 48), as indicated by the 
Department for Communities, the Executive has failed to fully appreciate how critical 
the issue of housing is to a number of other limited outcomes.  If the Executive is 
serious about this “outcome based” approach and the need for collaboration between 
Departmental portfolios it has to, in the first instance, detail and address the linkages 
between each. 

 
4. It is surprising for example that the Executive does not recognise or acknowledge the 

direct linkages between housing and health provision.  It is no accident that there is, 
for example, a much greater life expectancy in different geographical areas.  It is no 
accident that overcrowding, housing stress or actual homelessness and poor health 
have direct linkages. 

 
5. Equally it is difficult to comprehend how the Executive has failed to appreciate the 

obvious linkages between Housing and Outcome 9, which relates to a “shared 
society” (however ill-defined that is in the document) and respecting diversity.  The 
provision of housing in a ’shared’ context is a key way to break down divisions across 
sectarian, cultural and economic barriers.  If the provision of housing is not even 
considered within Outcome 9 then a commitment to build 1000 homes in a ‘shared 
community development’ as outlined in Outcome 8 will do very little to promote a 



shared society over a 5 year period.  Given the self-promotion in the rest of the 
document implying long term change is the goal the PfG’s limited scope in this regard 
does not suggest a response that is adequate to addressing the sectarian nature of 
our society in terms of housing, education, health provision etc. 

 
6. A public discourse should be opened on the TBUC strategy, particularly in relation to 

the Fresh Start Agreement commitment to allocate up to £500m capital funding for 
shared and integrated education (which NIPSA understands has now been 
broadened to also include other projects such as shared housing).  In addition it is 
now clear that the £700m in the Fresh Start Agreement, which was initially set aside 
for funding a voluntary exit scheme will not all be used for that purpose.  It is 
appropriate to consider using some of that money to tackle the growing housing 
crisis. 

 
7. In addition to the above there is a clear correlation between housing and educational 

achievement as well as, Outcome 3, Outcome 5, Outcome 6 and Outcome 11.  None 
of these linkages are made in the Programme for Government.  There is also a 
connection between housing and giving children and young people the best start in 
life, Outcome 14.  Again the connection has not been made. 

 
8. In respect of Outcome 8 and Outcome 13 the ambition is in the rhetoric rather than 

the stated outcome.  For example, when 43,000 remain on a waiting list, 20,000 plus 
in housing stress and 13,000 plus officially recorded as homeless an Executive 
commitment to 9,600 new builds over a 5 year period simply does not go far enough 
and does not in any way demonstrate that the Executive has a clear vision for 
tackling the housing crisis, in terms of tackling homelessness and the acute shortage 
of social and income related affordable homes.  The Programme for Government is 
deafening in its silence about overcoming the hurdles that currently exist preventing 
the Northern Ireland Housing Executive from borrowing money to enable it to tackle 
the housing emergency and also maintain and upgrade its existing stock. 

 
9. Equally the programme for Government has nothing to say on the destructive and 

corrosive adherence to a failed policy of salami slicing existing Housing Executive 
homes and attempting to transfer them to markedly less transparent/accountable 
Housing Associations.  The Assembly Executive would be better served directing its 
energies to constructive and progressive ways to adequately house all its citizens in 
good standard homes. 

 
10. Given its reluctance to properly address the funding issue for the HE the Programme 

for Government seeks to introduce the private rental sector into the scenario.  This is 
a highly questionable and extremely worrying development.  It is already known that 
of the 55,000 registered private landlords, 84% of these own 2 properties or less.  It 
is unfathomable that vulnerable people on a social housing list would be forced into 
this sector, a sector without regulation, without a guarantee of a minimum or decent 
standard, without a guarantee of a cap on their rent (given that the majority of those 
on the waiting list are likely to be housing benefit claimants) and also crucially no 
security of tenure.  This is quite simply an attempt to get people off the waiting list 
with little regard for their welfare or well being, or that of any children who might also 
be affected. 

 
11. There is no reference (and presumably no commitment) to ensure that new builds will 

be required to consider sustainability in terms of green, energy efficient matters in the 
planning, design, build and upkeep requirements.  It is difficult to understand why 
those in charge of government spending and making a contribution to the 
sustainability of not just this region, but also as members of a global community do 



not view themselves as having a responsibility to consider everything they do in that 
context.  For example there is no mention in outcome 2 of how new builds, including 
homes, but also schools, hospitals etc should be considered with sustainability in 
mind.  It should be a stipulation in planning and building controls that all new builds, 
including housing (but not exclusively) should be energy efficient, have solar panels, 
include insulation and contain dual flush toilets to conserve water.  That would be a 
tangible outcome based approach. 

 
12. Referencing the release of public sector land for housing developing is a bit of a red 

herring.  Stripping away public assets as apparently the only way to address the 
housing crisis is both short sighted and plainly ideologically driven.  There are 
obvious alternatives. 

 
13. There are several references to using public money to “incentivise” speculators or 

developers to develop projects or upgrade existing properties.  Speculators and 
developers helped create the most recent financial crisis.  Government should be 
extremely wary about using public money for this purpose, particularly in the context 
of private owner occupier dwelling development.  This point is further developed 
later. 

 
14. Any review of the current process of awarding points must include rectifying the 

scandalous situation at present whereby a victim of domestic violence (usually 
women) is not considered as a priority in terms of being considered for additional 
points.  This practice of essentially ignoring those in domestic danger must cease 
immediately. 

 
15. It is extremely regrettable that there is no specific mention of travellers in this 

particular Outcome (9) or a specific reference or target for meeting those very 
specific needs.  This should be rectified in any revised document. 

 
16. All reference to “affordable housing” or “affordable homes” should be replaced with 

“income related affordable homes” to ensure that the term is always contextualised 
with the citizen in mind rather than ‘market forces’. 

 
17. There are several references to making the private rental sector “more effective as a 

housing option”.  Comments made earlier in paragraph 10 highlight the significant 
difficulties around such an emphasis when attempting to tackle this housing 
emergency.  The crisis in addressing the needs of 43,000 people and their families 
on the social housing list would not be adequately or appropriately addressed by 
forcing people into an unregulated private rental sector populated by tens of 
thousands of individual landlords whose actions could not in any way be policed or 
sanctioned.  Government is already pumping £60m every year into the pockets of 
private landlords with little or no facility to ensure that even a minimum standard 
never mind “good” standard of accommodation, upkeep and service is provided.  As 
a socially responsible ‘government’ the Executive should concentrate its mind on 
reducing the waiting list by removing the barriers which exist to the Housing 
Executive’s ability to borrow for new builds. 

 
18. It is regrettable that there is no specific reference to the provision of social homes 

and income related affordable homes in rural communities.  It would appear that not 
much thought was given to this at all. 

 
19. In terms of tackling and preventing homelessness (“chronic” or otherwise) there 

should be a clear commitment in the Programme for Government to bring forward 



legislation to ensure that citizens have a right to a home.  With such a right secured 
in statute it would help focus the activity of government to fulfil that obligation. 

 
20. The Programme for Government should be more explicit in its commitment to 

protecting and maintaining the Northern Ireland Housing Executive as a publicly 
accountable Housing Authority.  The NIHE has demonstrated for more than 40 years 
its ability to provide for citizens in an impartial way and is truly one of the very few 
success stories to come out of decades of conflict.  A commitment to maintain the 
Housing Executive for public housing should be given a significant emphasis in this 
document.  The fact that it isn’t at this point speaks volumes about the intentions of 
those in government.  This should be rectified immediately. 

 
21. In NIPSA’s view there is an absence of ambition in considering the issue of housing 

in general.  There is an absence of ambition in tackling the housing waiting list crisis.  
There is an absence of ambition in addressing the fundamental blockage in all of this, 
which is facilitating the Housing Executive as a publicly accountable Housing 
Authority, through the right to borrow to deal with the housing emergency.  There is 
also an absence of ambition in viewing housing as a key cross cutting issue in a 
number of the 14 outcomes.  It is however not too late to have another look at this 
approach and actually to engage more widely in developing a Programme for 
Government that could deliver for all its citizens.  Unfortunately, in NIPSA’s view, this 
current version is unlikely to deliver and will only reinforce the scepticism held by 
many of the general public, including our members who have come to expect very 
little from government.  Without changes to this Programme for Government their 
expectations sadly are likely to be met. 

 
Yours faithfully 
 
 

 
 
PADDY MACKEL 
Assistant Secretary 


