
 

 

 
NIPSA Submission in response to Department of 

Communities’ 
Draft NI Housing Supply Strategy 

 

NIPSA is the largest trade union in Northern Ireland, representing almost 40,000 workers across the 
civil, public and private/charity sectors, including the NI Housing Executive. This submission will 
initially include various general remarks relating to the draft Strategy, secondly refer to specific 
sections of the document and thirdly provide responses to some of the specific queries posed within 
the consultation exercise. 

General comments 

NIPSA welcomes the Minister’s statement contained within the forward of the draft Strategy that 
“access to a safe and secure home is a basic human right”. The Vision statement that “We want 
every household to have a good quality, affordable home that is right for its needs” is to be 
applauded. However, the overall document outlines a disappointing strategic direction for NI housing 
supply. It is both unambitious and unrealistic. And despite claiming to aspire to “Thinking Differently”, 
it is, in substance, more of the same policies that have failed over the past three decades.  

Unambitious and unrealistic may seem like a contradictory description but it is appropriate. The 
strategy is unambitious with a target of 100,000 new homes over the 15-year period – just under 
6,700 homes a year. Yet from 2017 to 2020, the number of new housing completion was over 7,000 
per annum. So, a key strategic aim is already being achieved. It is interesting to note that, at the 
recent Policy Forum for NI’s Housing Policy Conference, Panel contributors articulated this firm 
criticism of the draft Strategy, with experts citing that the first 3 years’ targets should sit at c100,000, 
which would attract more construction interest and should reduce considerably the number of those 
most in need on housing waiting lists which should be an overarching priority for the Strategy. 

When we break the target figures down between social and private housing, we see one third of the 
6,700 (i.e. just over 2,200 homes) is expected to be social housing.  However, the most the Housing 
Association sector has completed in any year is 1,450 homes (in 2012/13) – this was very much an 
outlier with a more realistic average of about 1,000 new homes being delivered over the past 
decade. 

  



 
 

We have to go back to the mid-1980s, when the Housing Executive was building public housing, to 
exceed the 2,200 aim – in 1985/86 the NIHE built 3,238 homes. 

Repeatedly throughout the draft strategy, when alternatives could be pursued, the chosen option is 
to do more of the existing policy eg more private finance (e.g. corporate bonds for social housing) 
and continue prioritisation of homeownership as the preferred tenure (ie more shared ownership 
schemes). 

Whilst there is an ongoing project to revitalise the NI Housing Executive, it would appear from the 
draft Strategy that the Department sees the NIHE only as a bit player in the future housing system. 
The “easy access” version of the document has just two very brief mentions of the NIHE. Throughout 
both documents, the NIHE is portrayed as a problem, with the best outcome being to maintain the 
existing housing stock. 

There does not appear to be any vision or ambition for a revitalised NIHE to play a bigger and more 
significant role in the NI housing system. This is despite the NIHE’s outstanding track record, 
international recognition and the desperate need for a much-expanded public housing landlord to 
address homelessness and the waiting lists. 

The CEO of the NIHE stated at the recent PFNI Conference, previously referenced in this 
submission, that a much more open decision-making process is required for housing in NI. NIPSA 
has voiced its increasing concern over the lack of information being provided in regard to the NIHE 
Revitalisation project from both the Department and the NIHE.  

Whilst we understand that Departmental Officials are close to, or may have already, provided an 
options paper to the Minister on the future of the Landlord function of NIHE, we continue to be kept 
in the dark in relation to its contents, which is not conducive to openness, transparency or healthy 
Industrial Relations. The direction of travel of the Department’s recent public consultation exercises 
does not reflect the Minister’s written commitments to NIPSA contained within her correspondence 
of 25 November 2021, which included: “As I stated, I will not entertain options which consider 
privatisation. The Housing Executive must remain entirely dedicated to the essential public service 
of social housing”.  

NIPSA questions the necessity to rely on private/third sector involvement as an enabling principle, 
both from financial and operating contexts. The long-term benefit of building new homes, rental and 
land value would go to these sectors, rather than be reinvested into social housing. We welcome 
the delivery principle to “maximise the availability of public finance to deliver housing” but hold firm 
to the principle that public housing should remain within the control and delivery functions of the 
public sector. The claim that “it is important to get money from private companies and investors to 
build and buy new housing” is refuted, as explained further in this response. 

The expressed need to tackle housing stress and homelessness issues through increasing 
intermediate housing supply has been vigorously challenged by NIPSA in our written submission to 
the Department’s Intermediate Rent Model” public consultation exercise (January 2022) – attached 
for ease of reference. The reliance on such a proposed Model to realise the objectives contained 
within this Strategy is clear. 

  



 
 

Another clear objective is that sustainability is of critical importance going forward. The document 
states that “we need to change the way we build homes so that there is not so much pollution”. This 
draft Strategy will unfortunately be a missed opportunity to realise the NI Executive’s commitment 
to the Green Growth Strategy, if private operators are asked to merely “be mindful of” or meet “as 
far as possible” sustainability obligations (see Point 23 of NIPSA’s response to the DfC’s public 
consultation on Intermediate Rent Model). The Intermediate Rent Model, which is referenced within 
the draft Strategy, does very little to attempt to meet the sustainability challenges to reduce our 
footprint leading to a positive impact upon climate change.  

NIPSA is in complete support of the necessity for closer inter-departmental working of statutory 
bodies and the construction industry, to include Councils’ Planning Departments and Health and 
Social Care in order to take a holistic approach to the housing crisis and reduce and prevent 
homelessness. An emphasis on equality and human rights is also critical and should be a key 
objective, all key points emanating from the Call for Evidence which should be an intrinsic focus of 
the decision-making process. NIPSA particularly notes, and is in support of, ECNI’s evidence in this 
regard, which specifically articulated the need for more explicit reference to be made to tackling 
inequalities across Section 75 Groups. Not enough emphasis has been placed upon advancing 
equality of opportunity or good relations. Equality and human rights considerations must be intrinsic 
objectives rather than being treated as stand-alone considerations – a human rights-based 
approach is key to the success of housing solutions for those most in need of support across NI. 

The ECNI position that “any equality impacts of potential changes to legislation, policies and 
processes or procedures are carefully considered and any negative effects mitigated throughout the 
Housing Supply Strategy” is fully supported and reiterated by NIPSA. There is also a need for the 
uncertain ongoing impact of Covid-19 on housing supply, and the implications of this for Section 75 
groups to be taken into consideration. This should include detailed intersectional considerations eg 
separated disabled female with children, as mentioned on Page 16 of the draft Strategy. 

The document also makes clear the upskilling required for the aspired future building of new homes. 
The Department for the Economy and the Further Education Sector have central roles to play in 
regard to upskilling and provision of apprenticeship courses.  

Many of the principles and aspirations emanating from the draft Strategy are to be welcomed. 
However, the detail of how these will be realised, and by whom, remain worryingly largely unclear 
at this stage. 

Specific comments 

Annex B: “An overview of stock” refers to the NIHE “currently reviewing its assessment of housing 
need” which includes “for the first time, an assessment of intermediate housing need”. Surely this 
assessment should have been completed and the resultant data properly analysed to inform 
preparation of the two draft Strategies (and potentially others) referred to throughout this 
submission? 

Page 8, Figure 1: it is not clear which tenures the Satisfaction and Quality and Energy Efficiency 
indicators apply to. If it is all tenures, then how is reliable data to be collected for the private rented 
sector (PRS) and owner-occupiers? 

  



 
 

Page 10: the positive emphasis on accessing private finance capital, including in the form of 
corporate bonds, runs in the face of the experience of large social housing providers in England 
who, through engaging with these finance providers, are becoming increasingly commercialised and 
privately funded, moving away from their social missions. It matters where the finance comes from 
– private capital markets finance is not neutral in comparison to funding raised through the public 
works loan board. Private finance capital comes with a series of requirements, including securing a 
return on their investment, that are detrimental to existing and future social housing tenants. 

Pages 20 & 21: “Intermediate products” – I refer once again to NIPSA’s response to the 
Department’s “Intermediate Rent Model” (Jan 22) which provides a full critique as to why NIPSA 
and other stakeholders believes the proposed Financial Transactions Capital Model” of funding IS 
a form of privatisation of the public service of Housing which should remain publicly accountable, 
publicly funded and publicly monitored and controlled. The NIHE should be able to borrow to rent to 
those most in need of housing solutions at every level, as well as have public investment by way of 
increased grant in aid which has been so sadly lacking for decades.  

Page 21: the call for establishing an Infrastructure Commission is likely to end-up being dominated 
by the construction industry and other private sector vested interests. If this Commission is 
established, it needs to be open, transparent and hold a majority of representation from relevant 
local communities. 

Page 21: Supporting the mapping exercise to establish all available land held by central and local 
government must be accompanied by a commitment to the principle of public housing on public 
land.  

Page 22: NIPSA rejects the usefulness of continued support for shared ownership schemes. Such 
schemes do not address the housing crisis. Instead they normalise and prioritise homeownership 
as the main tenure. Why is this money not spent on social housing? Sinn Fein in the Republic of 
Ireland has been arguing against similar “shared ownership schemes”, calling for the money for 
such schemes to be redirected to social housing. These schemes are effectively a public subsidy 
for private developers. 

Page 22: NIPSA also rejects the Intermediate Rent model. Just like the shared ownership scheme, 
this model represents a transfer of public funding to subsidise private developers’ profits.  

Page 25: A review of NIHE home sales is not needed. It is already well established that such sales 
have a detrimental impact not just on public housing but on the whole housing system. That is why 
the Welsh and Scottish devolved administrations have already ended the right to buy policy. The 
policy in NI should be brought into line with these administrations immediately. 

Pages 28-30: The emphasis on mixed tenures needs to be rethought. The evidence shows that 
mixed tenure does not work in NI but allows developers to avoid or side-line their social 
responsibilities by buying their way out of providing social housing or pushing such housing to the 
margins of any developments. Further mixed tenure has a class prejudice at its heart where it is 
only social/public housing that is a problem if it is mono-tenure.  Where is the emphasis on ending 
gated-communities of wealthy (mono-tenure) home owners? 

  



 
 

Page 31: the long-term priority of “consideration to retrofit, adaptive reuse and climate resilience” is 
far too weak. Major government funding is needed now to retrofit existing housing stock on a just 
basis. Strong regulation and standards are needed now for new builds. All new houses built in NI 
should be of Passive House standard. These points were reinforced by Panellists during the PFfNI 
Housing Strategy Conference on Monday of this week. 

Page 32: the Net Zero target needs to be extended beyond social and intermediate rent providers 
to include ALL housing developers. Net Zero itself is a weak target that can still result in increasing 
emissions in the construction industry. A more meaningful target would be to aim for Zero emissions, 
a point articulated by expert panellists at the aforementioned PFfNI “Next Steps for Housing Policy 
in NI – Strategy and reform, tackling Homelessness and priorities for housing supply, quality and 
sustainability” Conference held on 7 February 2022.  

Page 33: public land should not be released to private developers.  

In conclusion, Minister Hargey’s stated objective to “assess suitable options that will realise my 
vision of the Housing Executive as a revitalised strategic authority and a sustainable social landlord 
that can maintain and provide good quality and affordable social homes for current tenants and 
future generations” is one which must be realised in a much more open, transparent and inclusive 
manner going forward, to include the views and needs of tenants and NIHE staff representatives. 
Long held concerns over potential financial and operational privatisation of the Landlord function of 
the NIHE would appear to be well founded from scrutiny of recent draft Strategies, including the 
draft Housing Strategy, which NIPSA and other stakeholders will continue to challenge.  

We call for a change to the direction of travel towards privatisation and a concerted effort by the NI 
Executive and the Minister to overcome the legislative challenges which prevent the NIHE from 
borrowing to ensure that the NIHE can be strengthened and appropriately funded by the public 
sector to perform the public sector functions it has been internationally acknowledged it does best. 

Consultation questions 

Strategic Framework 

Q1. The Call for Evidence consultation showed that there was broad support for the proposed vision, 
objectives and timeframe for the Strategy. Based on the comments received we have updated these 
for the draft Strategy – are you content with these?  

A: No, the role of a revitalised NIHE as making a major contribution to address housing need and 
lengthening waiting lists needs to be a central element of the vision.   

Q2. The assessment of the Call for Evidence has enabled us to develop a total of 15 longer term 
policies and interventions that will provide the basis to develop appropriate action plans. Do you 
agree with the focus of these 15 high level long term policies and interventions?  

A: These policies and interventions are missing key priorities including not just maintaining the NIHE 
but developing a NIHE programme for building new housing. This programme should include the 
principle of public housing on public land.  

  



 
 

Q3. The Strategy includes an enabling principle to: ‘Adopt a whole system approach, collaborate 
with central and local government and the third and private sectors to inclusively transform supply.’ 
Do you agree with the proposed enabling principle? 

A: Yes, but this must be open and democratically driven, with decisions made by elected and 
accountable politicians and local communities. Top-down, developer-led policies have been a 
disaster for existing local communities in Britain and the Republic of Ireland – a new, democratic, 
open, transparent model of housing delivery needs to be developed. 

Measurement  

Q4. Do you agree with the proposed ambition to deliver 100,000 plus homes over the 15 year 
lifespan of the Strategy?  

A: No - it is not ambitious at all. This target has been exceeded in the past 3 years (from 2017-20). 

Q5. Do you agree with the proposed indicators to measure the success and progress of the Housing 
Supply Strategy? 

A: The issue is about the coverage across all tenures of both data to measure performance and 
further regulatory powers when the data shows unacceptable performance.  

Q6. Are there any additional indicators that you consider would add value in measuring success and 
progress?  

A: A zero emissions target for the house building industry as a whole, together with a Passive House 
standard for energy efficiency for all new builds in NI. 

Delivery and Oversight  

Q7. How can we best ensure that key strategic partners such as other Departments, Local 
Government, the Voluntary & Community sector and private sector can participate in the delivery 
and oversight of the Supply Strategy delivery?  

A: The emphasis needs to be on local, bottom-up decision-making and delivery. Participatory 
budgeting has been shown to be a powerful way in which to engage local communities in real 
decision-making. The Local Government Association (LGA) reviewed a number of case studies 
including in Glasgow, Tower Hamlets and Porto Alegre (Brazil). 

We welcome the emphasis in the strategy on a Community Wealth Building (CWB) approach, such 
as that pursued and popularised in the “Preston Model”. There is much in this model to be embraced 
but we need to avoid any potential top-down, paternalism that could develop. That is why we 
advocate an extension Participatory Budgeting model (akin to Porto Alegre) be adopted in 
conjunction with a CWB approach. 

Action Planning  

Q8. Are there any proven or new approaches you are aware of, that you believe would help us work 
best with other organisations to develop and deliver the action plans?  

A: Participatory budgeting (the Porto Alegre model) and Community Wealth Building (the Preston 
model) working together. 

  



 
 

Citizen Engagement  

Q9. There was broad support in the Call for Evidence for the need to engage local communities in 
housing supply to create sustainable, thriving and inclusive communities. In what way do you 
consider this could best be achieved and do you have any examples of best practice in this area?  

A: Participatory budgeting is a powerful approach that can have real positive impact and decision-
making by local communities. 

Equality  

Q10. Do you agree with the findings of the EQIA?  

A: Yes, see above for details.  

General  

We would welcome any other comments or suggestions you have that you consider are relevant to 
developing and delivering the Housing Supply Strategy. 

See all comments above. 

 

 

Kim Graham                                                                                  
NIPSA Assistant Secretary 
 
9 February 2022 


