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INTRODUCTION 
 
1. NIPSA welcomes the opportunity to make a presentation to the Department 

for Communities (DfC) Assembly Committee on Social Housing.  As the 
largest locally based Trade Union with over 40,000 members, including the 
vast majority of union members employed in the Northern Ireland Housing 
Executive (NIHE), NIPSA is well placed to contribute to the much needed 
debate on housing. 

 
2. Given the importance of housing to the whole community it is essential that 

this issue is considered thoughtfully and comprehensively by the Assembly as 
a whole, not just by the DfC Minister or indeed this DfC Assembly Committee, 
however well meaning individuals may be. 

 
RETENTION OF HOUSING EXECUTIVE 
 
3. Housing as a societal issue has been a contentious one from the foundation 

of the state.  However for the past 45 years the Housing Executive, as a fully 
publicly accountable Housing Authority, has been viewed by everyone across 
these islands and also in Europe as a touchstone for how things can be done 
differently.  The Housing Executive has been rightly praised for decades for its 
unbiased, impartial and sensitive approach to housing allocation, quality 
housing provision, commitment to community cohesion and working with 
passion to tackle issues such as homelessness. 

 
4. Given our shared history of living with and through conflict all of us bear a 

responsibility to ensure that the legacy we leave the next generation is one of 
successfully tackling the emerging and growing housing crisis.  In that context 
it is important therefore to acknowledge and understand that shared history, 
but more importantly that future policy on the provision of social housing and 
income related affordable homes ensures that the delivery of that provision 
remains through a publicly accountable local Housing Authority.  This can only 
be delivered by the retention of the Housing Executive. 

 
5. If we are to learn anything from our history it is that when people fail to act in 

the common good on behalf of the whole community then eventually the 
community itself tends to fracture and fixing that fracture is never straight 
forward. 

 
6. The starting point in this debate about Social Housing in NIPSA’s opinion is 

therefore the foundation or platform to deliver that housing programme 
through a publicly accountable housing authority.  That is the only way to 
provide an authentic community response to housing needs and to retain the 
confidence of the whole community.  The retention of the Housing Executive 
is paramount in that task. 

 
7. The Assembly as a whole, as well as individual political parties should come 

together and agree that fundamental position and having done so consider 
the other housing related issues in that agreed context. 
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STOCK TRANSFER 
 
8. One clear way to demonstrate a commitment to retaining the Housing 

Executive would be to put an end to the policy over the last few years of 
transferring hundreds of Housing Executive tenants and their homes to 
Housing Associations.  There are currently plans to ballot tenants in a number 
of housing estates in the coming 12 months or so.  In total as many as 2,000 
homes could be removed from the Housing Executive stock by 2018.  Not 
only would this transfer diminish the ability of the Housing Executive to 
provide homes for future generations it also removes somewhere between £7 
and £10 million pounds of rental income from the HE budget annually, a much 
needed income stream to contribute to the upkeep and maintenance of 
existing houses. 

 
9. Of course this transfer of homes and “stock” to Housing Associations is simply 

and plainly privatisation by another name and guise.  Housing Associations 
are under company law actually private companies, answerable not to the 
public or the Assembly, but to their individual management boards.  They also 
receive funding from government, but are also allowed to borrow.  This is 
clearly not a level playing field in comparison to the Housing Executive. 

 
10. This policy needs to be seen for what it is – a deliberate decision to starve the 

Housing Executive of income, leading to the eventual destruction of the 
publicly accountable local housing authority, with homes scattered across 
multiple Housing Associations, accountable only to their management boards. 

 
11. This agenda of salami slicing Housing Executive homes and stock should 

cease immediately.  This Assembly Committee should commit itself to ending 
this practice.  All political parties should publicly oppose this stock transfer 
policy.  If needs be a petition of concern should be used to ensure that this 
conscious dismantling of the Northern Ireland Housing Executive ceases. 

 
RIGHT TO BORROW 
 
12. There have been a few impediments in recent years to tackling the housing 

emergency.  One has been a denial that there actually is an emergency.  This 
view was repeated quite recently by the Department in a contribution to this 
Assembly Committee when responding to questions from members of the 
Committee on the current situation.  It is a fact that there are more than 
40,000 currently on the housing waiting list; it is a fact that there are more 
than 20,000 officially considered to be in “housing stress” and it is a fact that 
more than 13,000 people are officially accepted and recorded as being 
homeless.  A commitment in the Programme for Government to build less 
than 10,000 houses over a 5 year period is not, as some would have you 
believe, an ambitious target or commitment; it is quite simply an abrogation of 
its duty to ordinary citizens by this Assembly to meet the needs of our 
community.  In NIPSA’s view that is the reality of those facts. 

 
13. Set alongside the impediment of this consistent denial about there actually 

being a housing crisis at all is the fundamental problem in relation to the ability 
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of the Housing Executive to borrow to enable it to undertake the necessary 
repairs and upgrades as well as construct new homes for citizens.  With 
political will and commitment this fundamental problem could be dealt with 
which would allow those on the waiting list, those in housing stress and those 
13,000 homeless human beings to be provided with a decent home in a 
reasonable timeframe.  In times of economic hardship for so many in our 
community, including thousands of young people, a massive house building 
and upgrading programme would provide much needed jobs, offer the 
opportunity for apprenticeships and increase the skill base of workers.  If there 
was the political will. 

 
14. It has been stated that the impediment to the Housing Executive borrowing is 

a technical one, meaning that if it was allowed to borrow that would appear on 
the DEL expenditure for central government, thus impacting on the ability of 
the Executive to fund other government initiatives.  Technically, taken at face 
value, that may well be correct.  It does of course ignore the extant legislation 
which provides the statutory duty on the Housing Executive to provide social 
housing.  It also fails to consider a number of points, outlined in the following 
paragraphs.  I’m sure there are other points which should also be considered, 
if government was actually committed to trying to get over whatever hurdles 
currently exist, which have acted as a barrier to borrowing for the Housing 
Executive over the last number of years. 

 
15. Firstly there is the issue of the unfairness of how the Housing Executive is 

treated when contrasted with Housing Associations.  Taking into account the 
speed with which the Minister has moved in the last month or so to deal with 
the recent ONS reclassification issue for Housing Associations, if nothing else 
this clearly demonstrates what can be done if there is the political will to do 
so. 

 
16. Secondly Local Authorities in England and Wales have the ability to borrow, 

without this being counted towards DEL expenditure for central government.  
The Northern Ireland Housing Executive is the Local Authority for housing 
here.  Whilst it is accepted that there are different financial arrangements 
applicable for local authorities it is not clear at all whether sufficient effort been 
made to date to explore the possibilities of how the situation in England and 
Wales could be replicated in some way locally.  It also actually emphasises 
the historical problems associated with the provision of social housing.  It 
highlights the fact that there remains a level of political immaturity, reflected in 
the reality, it would seem, that social housing is too important and contentious 
still to pass responsibility over to local Councils.  It’s almost as if silently there 
is an acceptance that allocation of housing strictly on the basis of need 
couldn’t be guaranteed.  That may of course not be the case at all, but it is a 
fact that the Treasury rules on borrowing are impacting negatively on the 
housing authority here i.e. the NIHE because housing is not a duty of local 
councils.  This point alone reinforces the fundamental necessity to retain the 
NIHE as a publicly accountable authority and one which can be trusted to 
deliver on behalf of the whole community. 
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17. Thirdly, the Treasury rules on borrowing are, as far as NIPSA has been 
advised, reflective of EU regulations on financial governance and public 
borrowing.  However NIPSA also understands that in a number of European 
countries public corporations have the ability to borrow without impediment or 
negative impact on central government expenditure.  NIPSA is currently 
undertaking some research in this area and will provide further details in the 
coming period.  This union finds it strange that it would seem that this option 
has not been considered in any depth by the Minister.  The fact that it hasn’t 
been reinforces our suspicion that the focus of the Minister’s Social Housing 
Reform Programme has been on the pre-determined outcome of dismantling 
and disbanding the Housing Executive.  This appears to be a decision driven 
almost exclusively by politics, rather than what is best for the community 
today and into the future. 

 
18. Fourthly, if the interpretation by Treasury of the EU financial regulations is 

legitimate (even though they appear to differ from how other EU countries 
have interpreted these same regulations) this raises 2 further specific points: 

  
(i)  does this suggest that the EU regulations could be open to different 

interpretations and possibly different jurisdictions or Regional 
Authorities, which may enable the Housing Executive to borrow without 
counting against central government DEL and  

 
(ii)  given that the recent referendum on the EU will result in the UK leaving 

the institutions of the EU and consequently removing itself from the 
obligations it has interpreted for itself for example in respect of EU 
financial regulations this should mean that this burden currently 
imposed (rightly or wrongly) on the Housing Executive is at worst 
simply a temporary impediment.  This begs the question therefore, if 
there was political will to do so, what temporary arrangements could be 
put in place to pave the way for full borrowing rights by the Housing 
Executive.  Can something be done to provide a short term solution to 
facilitate the right to borrow in the very near future?  Has this even 
been considered by the Minister? 

 
19. Of course the Assembly Committee will already be aware that political 

decisions can be and have been taken to get round certain Treasury 
regulations in respect of the block grant.  For example, because of the political 
decision taken not to introduce water charges (which NIPSA fully supports) 
changes to the allocation of funds to NI Water from the block grant have had 
to be made as a consequence for the last 8 years or so.  This clearly 
demonstrates that in all of these matters it comes down to the political will to 
do so and then dealing with the consequences of such a political decision.  
The question is whether Social Housing and dealing with the housing crisis is 
important enough to politicians.  If money can be found to deal with the 
bedroom tax (quite rightly so) or other mitigations to get round UK legislation 
on Welfare “Reform” why are homeless people or those deemed to be in 
housing stress not equally worthy of political consensus on getting over some 
EU regulation or Treasury interpretation of that regulation? 

 



6 
 

20. Fifthly, much has been made of the Saville’s Conditions report which 
highlights the amount of resources needed to bring current Housing Executive 
homes up to a common decent standard, considered to be in excess of 6 
billion pounds.  What is less often referred to however is that this projection is 
actually over a 30 year period, which could and should allow for planning over 
a number of Assembly cycles.  In addition Officials often refer to a need to 
front load expenditure over the next 5 years at a figure of around £300m per 
year.  The question then posed is how would or could the Assembly possibly 
find this money if the Housing Executive cannot borrow?  Of course this 
ignores the references earlier to political will and finding solutions.  It also 
conveniently, in NIPSA’s opinion, ignores the possibility of not front loading to 
such a degree, of actually tackling this issue over a steady funding stream 
period.  This would make it relatively easier to find the necessary resources.  
More importantly a more measured approach would actually enable this work 
to be commenced almost immediately, with the consequential impact on the 
homelessness waiting list, people requiring maintenance and upgrades; much 
needed construction jobs and apprenticeships for young people.  If only there 
was a political will to do something.  If only the housing crisis was taken 
seriously. 

 
21. Sixthly, one way which the Assembly could consider to deal with the resource 

problem is to innovatively consider what alternative options there may be.  For 
example £700m has been reallocated from the RRI fund to finance 
redundancies in the civil and public service.  Notwithstanding our objections to 
the squandering of this money in making people redundant, diminishing public 
services and reducing the job opportunities for future generations it is clear 
that not all of this figure will be used.  What better way to use hundreds of 
millions of pounds set aside for RRI than to invest in providing decent homes 
for citizens and creating jobs for people.  In addition to this funding stream 
why wouldn’t the Assembly wish to consider using some of the £500m 
earmarked in the Fresh Start agreement for integration?  It is clear that it will 
not be possible to use all of this £500m for education projects.  In a shared 
society what better way to demonstrate that commitment to integration than 
building homes for citizens in a shared and welcoming space for all, 
indigenous and newcomers to these shores.  As well as these potential pots 
of resources mentioned how radical would it be to tap into the tens of millions 
resting in the Social Involvement Fund and use some of this to invest in 
providing homes for those most in need. 

 
HOMELESSNESS 
 
22. The issue of homelessness seems to NIPSA to be one which is deliberately 

underplayed by government.  When a number of people died on our streets in 
the last 12 months or so there was a clamber from statutory agencies, 
politicians and others to get onto the media to reassure people that there is 
sufficient accommodation for anyone who needs it and that no-one needs to 
sleep on the streets.  As we have seen in Dublin over the last month or so 
with the occupation of Apollo House the needs of people who sleep on the 
street are complex and multi-layered and a one size fits all solution in terms of 
accommodation for homeless people is not enough.  Much more needs to be 
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done.  Homeless people dying on our streets should have been a catalyst for 
immediate and meaningful change.  It was not.  It has taken a full year for a 
consultation document on “Ending Homelessness Together” to be published. 

 
23. The issue of homelessness is of course not restricted to those in urban and 

rural areas who sleep rough, in doorways, in fields or in cars.  There are many 
thousands who sleep on floors or in chairs or on settees and have to beg 
others to let them stay for one night or two.  13,000 people in total this year, 
last year and more than likely next year and the year after.  Does anyone 
seriously think that building less than 2,000 houses per year (exclusively by 
Housing Associations) for the next 5 years is an adequate response (never 
mind ambitious)?  This problem of homelessness, not to mention those in 
housing stress, will continue to exist until politicians have the courage to 
tackle this issue strategically. 

 
24. As you will know from the draft Programme for Government one of the ways 

the Minister’s Department considers the issue of waiting lists and 
homelessness can be dealt with is through “directing” (forcing) people into the 
private rental sector.  Some might suggest this is ludicrous or laughable if it 
wasn’t such a serious issue.  The private rental sector, with its 55,000 
individual, unregulated landlords is incapable of being monitored or policed.  It 
is a sector which has no caps on rental charges.  It is a sector which provides 
no security of tenure for tenants.  Whilst among those 55,000 unaccountable 
landlords some may well be decent spuds, it remains a fact that there are no 
protections for those vulnerable people who rely on social housing.  And all of 
this is before the bedroom tax issue is fully introduced here.  To force social 
housing tenants into the mire of the private rental sector would be an 
unmitigated disaster and unforgiveable. 

 
25. Notwithstanding the current mitigations agreed around bedroom tax as part of 

the vicious welfare regime introduced this fails to deal with the immediate 
impact there will be on all new or repeat claimants.  For those people the 
bedroom tax will apply from day 1 of their claim for welfare benefit.  This will 
inevitably lead to an increase in people becoming homeless, as has occurred 
in Britain, not to mention the shocking increase in suicides as people struggle 
to cope with a society which does not care about them, all of which is 
avoidable.  In addition, when the mitigations (welcome as they are now) cease 
in 3-4 years time all of those tens of thousands of citizens will face the 
prospect of having to make starker choices between heating and eating and 
now increased rental costs on reduced income of £16 - £25 per week.  For 
many this will prove impossible and they too will find themselves homeless.  
We do not need to guess or surmise the consequences of any of this as you 
all know.  The evidence is already there in Britain; we know what will happen.  
What responsibility does the Assembly have to care for the most vulnerable, 
many of whom are elderly people or young children? 

 
26. Another aspect of Welfare Reform which demonstrates the political motivation 

behind some of those proposed changes in the Social Housing Reform 
Programme is how it is intended that Housing Benefit will be dealt with in the 
future.  The current decision by the Minister is to get rid of 2-300 staff 
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currently employed in the Housing Executive.  This will be through costly 
voluntary severance or redundancies or paying off Agency staff.  This will be a 
significant (and needless) cost to the public purse.  Having wasted this money 
it is the intention that the Land and Property Services (LPS) will then recruit 2-
300 new staff on civil service terms and conditions, a significant (and 
needless) additional cost to the public purse.  As required all of these new 
staff will have to go through an extensive training programme, another 
significant (and needless) additional cost to the public purse.  They will be 
trained to use a ‘new’ computer system provided by a private company, at 
obviously a significant (and needless) additional cost to the public purse.  This 
same private IT company already provides the computer system to the 
Housing Executive, which will of course no longer be used.  The same 
system.  Although this is not on the same scale as the Renewable Heating 
‘Initiative’ (RHI) Scheme in terms of the exorbitant waste of public money, 
make no mistake about it, it is equally wasteful, amounting to probably at least 
several millions pounds.  This deliberate and avoidable squandering of public 
money should be investigated by the Public Accounts Committee.  In the 
meantime a halt should be called immediately on the move to lay off hundreds 
of workers from the Housing Executive, only to recruit hundreds of others to 
LPS to do the same job, following the purchase of expensive IT equipment to 
undertake the same functions which the Housing Executive’s existing IT 
system already does. 

 
TACKLING SECTARIANISM 
 
27. It is no secret that sectarianism has blighted our community for many 

generations.  Whilst the historical reasons for this are deep rooted, varied and 
complex there is no doubt that community segregation has helped fuel, foster 
and maintain sectarianism.  Alongside segregation of education and health 
provision comfortably rests segregation of housing provision.  Many of our 
citizens grow up in, are educated in and then subsequently work and live in 
single identity communities.  Some might argue there may have been 
understandable and justified reasons for this in the past.  However in what is 
now supposed to be a past conflict situation, tackling the issue of housing 
should be considered by all of us as one substantial and tangible way to 
contribute effectively to the breaking down of perceived or indeed real barriers 
to sharing our future together.  Without a clear policy to integrate housing 
provision the prospect of shared education or shared socialising becomes 
even less likely.  In that context it would appear that there is a severe lack of 
ambition in the Programme for Government in its “commitment” to build, over 
a 5 year period, just 1,000 houses in a “shared community development”.  
Whilst NIPSA would argue that building 10,000 social houses over 5 years 
lacks ambition, to only commit to 10% of that figure being in a shared 
community development when the idea of a shared future is supposed to be a 
top priority for government is actually nothing short of scandalous.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
28. This presentation by NIPSA should be considered alongside earlier 

correspondence to this Assembly DfC Committee on 22 August 2016 and 
26 October 2016, copies of which are included with this submission.  In 
addition I have enclosed a copy of the NIPSA submission to the draft 
Programme for Government, specifically on matters relating to housing. 

 
29. In NIPSA’s view this Assembly Committee and the Assembly as a whole have 

a responsibility to ensure that housing is addressed comprehensively and 
holistically on behalf of the whole community.  This must be done in the 
context of the benefits over the last 45 years of having a fully accountable and 
recognised impartial deliverer of social housing, undertaken by the Northern 
Ireland Housing Executive. 

 
30. The ‘right to borrow’ issues needs to be considered imaginatively by the 

Assembly to enable the Housing Executive to recommence new builds and 
also to undertake upgrades for tenants. 

 
31. The current stock transfer should cease immediately, as its primary purpose is 

to undermine and contribute to the dismantling of the Housing Executive as a 
fully publicly accountable housing authority. 

 
32. The housing emergency of both homelessness and those in housing stress 

should involve the Assembly committing itself to take bold and imaginative 
political decisions in a collaborative manner, viewing housing as a priority of 
government and indeed all legislators, rather than the current minimalist and 
destructive approach. 

 
33. The needless and deliberate squandering of public money through the mess 

created in dealing with Housing Benefit following the introduction of Universal 
Credit must cease immediately and the Public Accounts Committee should be 
asked to investigate this further waste of public money. 

 
34. The Assembly needs to develop a visionary programme of action to tackle the 

housing crisis and contribute to the breaking down of sectarian barriers when 
it comes to housing allocation, new builds and upgrading and maintaining 
social homes for citizens. 

 
35. The best way to deliver social housing for this and future generations is to 

keep housing public.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
WP\HQ OFFICIALS\PMackel\2017\Response to DFC Assembly Committee on Housing - January 2017.docx 




