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Introduction:

The Voluntary Sector Housing Policy Forum (VSHFP)
  believe that having a decent, settled and affordable home is fundamental to personal well being and social inclusion. It provides security, promotes health and gives a firm platform for creating social networks, capitalising on educational opportunities and securing and maintaining employment. 
Good quality, affordable housing can also contribute significantly to economic growth attracting private finance, creating jobs and promoting stable communities.

However, for a growing number of people finding a suitable home they can afford in Northern Ireland has become increasingly difficult. Housing costs are the largest item of expenditure for many households and can have a devastating effect on personal finances when they become unaffordable. This situation has become a reality for too many families and individuals in recent times. Housing is no longer simply a concern for low-income households, but an issue for everyone.

The impact of the credit crunch and recession on the housing market is being felt across the country. Behind these headlines are the individual stories of people being repossessed and struggling to find a decent, affordable home. Even before the recession, the lack of affordable housing in Northern Ireland was creating problems. The recession has made this worse. Cuts to the NI budget and to welfare benefits will affect those who are already vulnerable and disadvantaged. Without direct policy intervention by government Northern Ireland could be heading towards a potential housing crisis over the period of this budget. 

· Homelessness presentations, after a period of stabilisation, have begun to increase (10,130 households compared to 9,126 in the first six months of 2009/10) with a substantial rise in those being awarded priority status (from 4,828 to 5,120; 10%).

· Demand for independent housing advice has doubled (in Q3 of 2010-11, Housing Rights Service dealt with over 100% more issues and 24% more clients compared with the same period in the previous year.)
· Unemployment, and house re-possession, is likely to rise because of the impact of the recession NI and reduced support for mortgage interest.
· It is estimated that, because of welfare reform cuts, around 38,000 private tenants will have an additional shortfall of £7-£8 p/w between their contractual rent and housing benefit. “Inevitably more private tenants will lose their home”
. This is particularly worrying as the PRS is being held up as the solution to housing need.
· House prices continue to fall, placing many owner occupiers in negative equity. 

· Mortgages, especially for first time buyers, are difficult to access because of higher deposits and more restrictive lending criteria.
· The impact of the welfare reform cuts will lead to widespread shortfalls for tenants in both the private and social rented sectors. A recent survey in 2010
 suggested that 90% of private landlords would be reluctant to take on tenants in receipt of housing benefit if the proposed cuts are introduced.
· Increase competition for private rented housing will make it more difficult for homeless people to be promptly and appropriately re-housed in the community. This will lead to ‘silting up’ of hostel places and other temporary housing solutions. Potentially this could lead to an increase in rough sleeping or the use of expensive bed and breakfast placements.
· The social housing new build programme will fall short of assessed need due to cuts in Social Housing Development Programme budget allocation.

Political parties and the Assembly should:

· As a matter of urgency develop an overarching, adequately resourced, comprehensive housing strategy for Northern Ireland.
· Recognise the important role of housing in stimulating economic growth, providing employment and opportunities for regeneration by providing long term funding for the Social Housing Development Programme (2011-15) to encourage private investor confidence and ultimately meet housing need.
· Work with private developers to encourage a build to rent market, using more cost effective construction methods to warrant affordable rents.
· Review the ‘Right to Buy’ scheme and develop other incentives for home ownership.

· Bring in legislative reform to: 

· Implement the recommendations of the Semple Review (2007) regarding the introduction of developer contributions as a mechanism for increasing the supply of social housing and 

· To allow housing associations to build new homes for sale thereby giving them the opportunity to provide increased finance for social housing development.
· Protect those at most risk from the negative impact of welfare reform, by increasing the Discretionary Housing Benefit budget in line with the increases introduced in England.
· Introduce a mortgage rescue scheme
· Establish a Preventing Possession Fund to provide interest free loans to people at risk of repossession.
· Take steps to ensure legal aid is available to fund emergency representation is available on the day of possession hearings.
· Support the ring-fencing of the Supporting People programme and ensure that the programme remains within the DSD. Also ensure that finance for the care services provided by DHSSPS is not reduced to enable SP to operate effectively.
· Re-commit to the cross-departmental, cross-sectoral principles of Promoting the Social Inclusion of Homeless People, and develop a new action plan which reflects emerging challenges and economic realities.
· Ensure the on-going financial viability of existing hostels and temporary accommodation in this period of instability and acknowledge the limitations of the PRS in meeting all housing need in the current environment.
· Modernise fitness measures within privately rented stock to ensure they meet at least decent homes standards
· Introduce effective policy measures to address fuel poverty.

For further information contact: 
Carol O’Bryan, VSHPF Chairperson
Simon Community NI, 57 Fitzroy Avenue
Belfast, BT7 1HT

Tel: (028) 90232882
carolobryan@simoncommunity.org
Ricky Rowledge, VSHPF Secretary

Council for the Homeless NI

Fourth Floor, Andras House, 
60 Great Victoria St, 
Belfast, BT2 7BB
Tel: 028 90246440
ricky@chni.org.uk 
 Manifesto on Housing and Homelessness


CT NOW








� The VSHPF aims to enhance the capacity of the voluntary and community sector to make policy responses and influence policy development in housing and homelessness. 


� Ni Housing Market Review and Perspectives


� Joe Frey, head of Research NIHE,  NI Assembly Briefing Paper 13/11


� House Price Index Q4 2010


� National Landlords’ Association http://www.landlords.org.uk








