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The Housing (Amendment) Bill – written evidence on behalf of CHNI

CHNI welcomes the introduction of the Housing (Amendment) Bill in the Northern Ireland Assembly on 9 June 2009, particularly as a number of clauses are the result of a consultation led by the Working Group established by the Department in 2004 to promote the social inclusion of homeless people.
Clause 1: Statutory requirement to produce a Homelessness Strategy 
CHNI welcomes the stipulation that ensures a statutory duty for the NIHE to formulate and publish a homelessness strategy every 5 years (6A; 6A(5)). Homelessness has increased in recent years in Northern Ireland and this has been a major cause for concern for all those with an interest in housing issues. However, homelessness is not an isolated problem, but part of a broader phenomenon of social exclusion. Promoting the inclusion of people who are homeless or threatened with homelessness requires a co-ordinated approach from Government departments (6A(5); 6B; 6B(2,3,5,8)). This has been clearly specified in ‘Including the Homeless – a strategy to promote social inclusion (PSI) of those homeless or at risk of homelessness in NI’
.  This strategy specifically states that Government Departments will work in partnership and collaboratively, together with other social partners to 

‘promote the social inclusion of the homeless and those at risk of becoming homeless as a top priority (or appropriate priority) within the context of Lifetime Opportunities and adopt a cross departmental, cross-sectoral approach, forging joint working partnerships with others to promote dialogue and facilitate better strategic planning’. 

To effect the Strategy, a cross-departmental, cross-sectoral Steering Group has been established
. This remains the best placed vehicle for ensuring focused, collaborative working, and it is CHNI’s opinion that the elements of the bill that outline the statutory requirement of the NIHE to produce a homelessness strategy be strengthened to include the mandate of this working group. Inter-departmental working has ensured success in tackling homelessness elsewhere in the UK, and through flexible use of resources, measurable outcomes, and shared accountability, has had significant impact on the reduction and prevention of homelessness. In order for partnership working of this type to be both accountable and effective, ongoing monitoring and evaluation, mandated at Executive level, is a necessity. This would necessarily include a review of the progress made in implementing joint working arrangements, ensuring all relevant agencies were able to fulfil their agreed responsibilities. In light of these comments, CHNI would like to see article 6B(4) omitted, as its inclusion will potentially serve to act against any agreed responsibilities being met.
CHNI also welcome the strategy as it applies to persons in Northern Ireland seemingly without exclusions based on nationality or immigration status (6B (1)). On this basis, CHNI anticipates that the homelessness strategy will focus on all those at risk of homelessness or assessed as homeless in Northern Ireland. Whilst welcomed in principle, serious consideration regarding practical implementation and funding is required in order for this to successfully apply to A10 citizens and those of similar status. Further clarification is also required with regards to the definition and interpretation of key terms such as ‘sufficient accommodation’ and ‘satisfactory provision of advice and assistance’, particularly in reference to these groups.
Eligibility for housing assistance (j22a)
CHNI agrees with the amendment of the rules regarding the allocation of housing, replacing ‘applicant’ with ‘person’. 
Introductory tenancies (j41)
CHNI accepts the elements in the Bill regarding introductory tenancies.

Relating to clauses outlining prescription of advice and assistance and a right to review of decisions.
CHNI welcomes the steps taken in the Bill to ensure all persons are furnished with appropriate advice and information, and informed of decisions in writing (6D; 3-5.; 11A-11D). We also welcome clause 5 outlining the statutory right of review of NIHE decisions and a right of appeal on points of law, and the requirement for NIHE to publish its policies and procedures in relation to anti-social behaviour. To ensure that information about, and mechanisms for, eligibility, rights, review and appeal are accessible to all, it is important that the format and content of all materials, including correspondence, are appropriate in terms of language and understanding.
Changes in definition of a HMO (j75)
CHNI welcomes the revision of the definition of a HMO (‘miscellaneous’, 14.), and its implications in regard to large extended family occupation (as in case of migrant workers).
Power to obtain information from registered housing associations / Disclosure of information to the Department (6.-9.)
CHNI is not in a position to comment on strengthening measures for the Department’s regulatory role in respect of the Housing Associations, as it is outside our remit.

Anti-social behaviour (j218A); Increase in Housing Council representation (js1); miscellaneous (12.-16.) 
CHNI accepts the elements in the Bill regarding Anti-social behaviour, Housing Council representation, as well as other miscellaneous comments stated in the Bill.
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� Including the Homeless. DSDNI, July 2007.


� PSI (Homelessness) Steering Group
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