SHELTER NORTHERN IRELAND MANIFESTO
INTRODUCTION
Housing should be a right for everyone. Good housing is the platform for building our communities, raising our children, a place of safety and well being, the core of our lives and those who depend on us.

No one doubts that we are in the throes of a housing crisis. The number of homeless people and families and the number of applicants on the waiting list has produced the greatest pressure on social housing almost since the Housing Executive was set up. At the same time, the supply of new social housing for rent has been witheringly insufficient. In the private sector, first time buyers are stretched to purchase a home of their own and are often failing. Yet many new homes lie empty and unused.

Shelter NI has produced this Manifesto around a number of key housing and accommodation issues that the Assembly and the Executive need to address urgently. 

Shelter NI supports the following principles:-  
	Housing rights for everyone
Sustainability                                               

Social cohesion                                            

Non sectarian 
Health and Wellbeing                                                    
Environment 

Neighbourhood Safety                                 

Citizenship                                                   
Service availability and quality                                     

Choice                                                                                                                                                                              
	Housing is so fundamental to living and well-being that it should be a right for everyone. This right includes good quality, culturally suitable housing and accommodation, appropriate to household needs, accessible to people with disabilities, affordable to people on low income with security of tenure.
Housing must contribute to policies and strategies of balanced social and economic development in harmony with the environment.

Housing polices should strive to remove social divisions and proactively increase social capital.
Housing policies must seek to remove sectarian tension and conflict and ways to promote integration.
Housing and accommodation related services must contribute to individual good health and overall wellbeing. 

Housing renewal and housing developments and related services must share the lead in promoting and creating sustainable and efficient environments.
Housing and accommodation related services must create safe neighbourhoods free from the fear of crime, places where children can play actively and confidently.
Housing policies must provide citizens with the opportunity to become involved in decisions affecting their areas.

Housing policies will ensure access to high quality and responsive services for individual occupants.

Housing policies will enable choice and assist individual and social mobility


Rights to Housing must underpin housing policy
Shelter Northern Ireland regards housing accommodation as a fundamental human requirement and therefore too important to be left solely to the market or to the uncertainties of political promises.

Shelter Northern Ireland therefore proposes:-

· Rights to housing should be enshrined in legislation to ensure that individuals have a right to access good quality housing and accommodation with secure tenure
· A legal framework to underpin the obligation of the state to provide an adequate supply of affordable, quality dwellings which have secure tenure in association with clear contractual responsibilities of tenants, purchasers, owners and landlords
· That housing remains a discrete policy entity within government and with its own separate budget line and system of administration
An adequate supply of new and improved homes by both the public and private sectors will be a policy priority.  However the private market does not cater for every need or circumstance and is particularly weak with regard to maintaining housing stock

Shelter Northern Ireland therefore supports:-

· The direct provision by government of a programme of new build to meet housing need

· A statutory comprehensive housing maintenance programme for both the public and private sectors to ensure that the housing stock remains in good condition

Ensuring access to housing and accommodation will require that the supply is affordable to meet need and to provide for house purchase in the private sector by low income groups. 
Building the supply

Given the increasing numbers of households, including the recent phenomenon of migrant people from Europe and beyond coming to NI seeking work; increasing levels of homelessness; rising waiting lists and levels of housing stress; low levels of public sector house completions annually and a serious decline in the overall Housing Executive stock due to the impact of the right to buy and therefore a continuing decline in the number of re-lets…
Shelter Northern Ireland calls for:-

· Public sector programmes to deliver 5,000 completions per year in order to:-

· relieve immediate housing need

· replenish the stock of public sector homes lost through the right-to-buy so as to protect the supply of re-lets in the medium to long term

· provide for the continued supply of public sector homes available for low cost home ownership through the right-to-buy and right-to-acquire
· A review of the right-to-buy/ right-to-acquire policies to consider their impact and possible alternatives including a portable discount linked to effective affordable housing policies in the private sector for low income groups.
Making it affordable

Public sector social housing is both affordable to rent, and under the terms of the right to buy/ right-to-acquire, to purchase.

The private sector with landlord-set rents does not provide for an affordable renting system, nor is it now, due to the power of investors turning it into a commodity-dominated market, providing access to low cost home ownership for low income families.

Shelter Northern Ireland continues to support the affordable renting system in public sector social housing and calls for:-
· The establishment of affordable renting in the private sector
· Consideration to be given to linking rent levels in the private sector to security of tenure
· A housing benefits system to assist with affordable renting in the private sector
· The annual monitoring of affordability issues in all housing sectors
· A definition of affordability to cover all housing sectors
· A policy for the provision of affordable housing for purchase by low income groups including:-
· measures to deliver dwellings in the £60,000 - £80,000 price range
· mechanisms to ensure that affordable dwellings remain in that sector at resale
· permitting the Co-ownership Housing Association to commission affordable housing schemes for low income families
· providing for greater variation in tenure type with regard to co-ownership arrangements
· an annual assessment by the Housing Executive of an affordable housing programme for purchase
Security of Tenure essential to back up Rights to Housing and Accommodation
Without security of tenure, rights to housing and accommodation would lack substance and credibility and therefore Shelter Northern Ireland argues that security of tenure for people who are homeless, renting, buying with a mortgage and owner occupiers must be core objectives of housing policy.

After the introductory tenancy period, Housing Executive and housing association tenants enjoy security of tenure but not those of private landlords.  Mortgagees may have their house re-possessed and not all homeless people have a right to temporary accommodation.

Shelter Northern Ireland calls for:-

· Security of tenure for private sector tenants

· Maintenance of the present security of tenure regime in the public social sector
· The right of all homeless people to decent temporary accommodation

· The right or mortgagees in difficulty with mortgage repayments to rent their home or a public sector dwelling

Quality and high standards essential to underpin Rights 
For rights to housing and accommodation to have substance it must be fully backed up by high standards in provision and design in the individual home and the overall development.

Standards therefore must be given legal protection to counteract threats to standards inherent in squeezing public sector housing budgets, in mixed funding for housing associations and expanding owner occupation – particularly in the context of high land values.

Shelter Northern Ireland therefore calls for:-

· The establishment of a legally enforceable design and standards code covering all housing and accommodation sectors.
· The Housing Executive to become the regulatory body to ensure compliance with the design and standards code.
Delivery on Rights to Housing and Accommodation
Shelter Northern Ireland believes that the system of housing administration will have the following characteristics:-

· Research and evidence based decisions

· Needs – focussed so that those in greatest need receive priority

· Professionally competent to ensure objectivity, high standards and equal treatment

· Joined up comprehensive and integrated structures to deal with the multi dimensional complexities of housing need and the delivery of a coherent and focussed set of priorities and strategies

· Non sectarian to ensure public confidence

· Statutory watchdog provision to protect the rights of consumers in the public and private sectors and to comment on the impact of housing policy on consumers

Shelter Northern Ireland supports the present system of housing administration which has the Housing Executive as the single comprehensive housing authority at its core, but given the new circumstances of the Good Friday Agreement and the Review of Public Administration calls for:-

· A review of housing administration to assess possible modifications with regard to how the above criteria are delivered in the new circumstances

· The establishment of a revamped Housing Council to be called a Housing Commission to act as an independent watchdog for housing consumers in all housing sectors and to comment on the impact of housing policy issues for consumers
Housing and Accommodation must contribute to Sustainability
Modern society has the commercial and technological power to effect rapid and far-reaching changes on society and the planet.

Some of these changes are positive, but some, such as climate change and the horrendous levels of poverty that affect millions of people worldwide, are not.
Shelter Northern Ireland believes that we need to mobilize society to tackle poverty and environmental degradation more effectively as a matter of urgency and that housing must contribute to this

Sustainability strategies will require more balanced social, economic and environmental development processes which are more likely to be inclusive and to have greater legitimacy and greater effectiveness if derived from strong local democratic structures working in conjunction with joined-up government to put in place holistic and integrated development strategies.

Shelter Northern Ireland therefore supports:-

· Strong local development processes that strike a balance between social, economic and environmental factors in seeking to create change that is socially and environmentally sustainable in future.

· Policies that contribute to sustainability, environmental quality, social inclusion, meeting social need and improving community relations.

· Eco housing and accommodation developments that are environmentally – friendly and carbon neutral and contribute to energy efficiency, sustainable forms of energy and heat production, the building of sustainable communities and sustainable development generally.
This document can be made available in larger print if required. 

Additional copies of this Manifesto can be obtained by contacting the Shelter NI office.

Requests for the Manifesto in different languages should be made to: -

Shelter NI

Merrion Business Centre

58 Howard Street
Belfast

BT1 6PJ
Tel 028 9024 7752

Fax 028 9024 7710

Email shelterni@btconnect.com
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