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Dear SSAC
Law Centre (NI) is pleased to respond to SSAC’s request for evidence relating to the DWP’s proposals for the Housing Benefit (Amendment) Regulations 2011. The proposals would change the definition of a ‘young individual’ for housing benefit (HB) purposes, so that it would cover people under the age of 35, rather than 25 as now.  This response addresses some UK-wide matters arising from the proposals and also focuses on specific Northern Ireland issues.

Law Centre (NI) is a public interest law non-governmental organisation.  We work to promote social justice and provide specialist legal services to advice organisations and disadvantaged individuals through our advice line and our casework services from our two regional offices in Northern Ireland.  It provides a specialist legal service (advice, representation, training, information and policy comment) in five areas of law: social security, mental health, immigration, community care and employment.  Law Centre services are provided to over 450 member agencies in Northern Ireland.
Northern Ireland Circumstances
As Northern Ireland is not referred to in the Department’s proposals, it seems fair to assume that that the circumstances in Northern Ireland have not informed these proposals.  HB arrangements in Northern Ireland are different from those in the rest of GB. There is no equivalent to Rent Officers; instead all arrangements are made by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE). LHA is also administered differently in Northern Ireland, with the continuation of direct benefit payments to landlords in approximately 25 percent of cases.

The average weekly entitlement in Northern Ireland for those in the public rented sector is £58.04 and for those in the private rented sector £78.60.
  The current average Local Housing Rate for a shared room is around £40 per week.
   There are 5,892 single claimants aged between 25 and 34 currently receiving the one bedroom room rate who could potentially be affected by the proposed changes in the Regulations.
  These existing claimants could face an estimated weekly reduction in HB income of £24.50.
 This is a significant reduction in support available.  Further, a survey of 500 tenancies managed by First Housing also found that 62% of tenants were under 35 and will be potentially hit with shortfalls.

General Impact of Proposals

· Economic Situation

Given the precarious economic situation in the UK there is a clear need to proceed with caution on any changes to HB.  During 2009/10 the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) paid a total of £518.02m in Housing Benefit. This was an increase of 12% over the previous year.
 Public provision of housing is shrinking and the cost of buying a property is prohibitive for many.  As a result there is an increased demand on the private rental sector to meet housing needs.  In uncertain economic times, the Department should not be seeking to weaken HB provision.
Based on the current available figures there are 156,169 HB claimants in Northern Ireland, 56.2 percent of which are in the private rented sector.
   The private rented sector now accounts for more than 20 percent of the available housing in Northern Ireland and is larger than the social housing sector.  As a result the impact of these proposals is significant and will continue to be so for the foreseeable future as the private rented sector becomes virtually the only option for single people in need of accommodation.
· Forced to move
The proposed changes have the potential to place considerable stress on thousands of people in Northern Ireland.  For new claimants from January 2012 a single person who is under the age of 35 in Belfast who could have received a one bedroom room rate of £84.06 will only be entitled to the shared room rate of £43.27.
  Various rules will apply for existing HB claimants but the best case scenario (which will not apply to many claimants) will still see individuals facing a potential 50 percent reduction in HB within a year.  It is important to note that 71.3 percent of claimants have been claiming HB for more than 2 years.
  As a consequence of the proposed changes many individuals will be forced to relocate. This will place considerable pressure on the already limited pool of shared properties available, 
 which in turn will undoubtedly lead to increases in rent for this type of property.
In many areas of Northern Ireland, the type of shared accommodation the government expects people to live in simply doesn’t exist. Rural areas in particular will be affected potentially driving people into cities away from their families and children.  Even where accommodation is available claimants, in receipt of Housing Benefit, are already struggling to find an affordable property.

· Impact on Particular Groups

We are particularly concerned about the potential impact of these changes on certain vulnerable groups.  For people with mental health issues, care leavers and ex prisoners a move to shared accommodation may not be appropriate and could potentially be detrimental to an individual’s recovery, health or undo progress that has been made to reintegrate into society.  Moreover, these groups may find it extremely difficult to access shared accommodation given their background and circumstances.
The proposals also raise considerable concerns in respect of single men and women who have nonresident children.  First, being forced to live in shared accommodation could potentially impact on the ability of a father or mother to gain access to their children in the first place.  Further, if a parent wishes to have a child stay with him or her on an ad hoc basis there will be child protection concerns about access being allowed in shared accommodation.  We envisage this particularly affecting men who are more likely to move out of the family home after a relationship breakdown.  The consequences of this proposal is effectively counter-intuitive to other government policies designed to promote both parents keeping in touch with children after family breakdown; to support people with mental health problems within local communities and to reintegrate ex-offenders back into society.  Moreover, we envisage the impact on vulnerable groups will have displacement financial costs elsewhere, effectively undermining the savings made by these proposals to a substantial degree.
We also note that a recent DWP research report Low income working households in the private rented sector noted that low income working households were less likely to be living in accommodation below the Decent Homes standard than HB recipients.
  Moreover, the research noted that it was a mistake to see HB claimants and low income working families as distinct categories as people move between categories.  If, as we suspect, this also applies to single people then, there will be particular difficulties for people who move into and out of work on a regular basis.  Finally, the research noted that housing benefit recipients appear to move less frequently than low income working households.  This was explained, in part, by HB claimants unpopularity with some landlords compared to working households.  As a result, finding other accommodation was more difficult.  Given the other measures being applied to reduce housing benefit expenditure it does appear that single people aged 25-34 will face real practical problems in finding alternative accommodation.
Conclusion

These current proposals were clearly drafted in a GB specific context and there is no evidence that Northern Ireland’s particular circumstances were considered.  While clearly a cost saving device the infrastructure is clearly not in place to support the proposed changes.  The availability of shared accommodation is inadequate and forcing many into shared accommodation will simply have the knock on effect of landlord raising prices and lowering standards for such accommodation.  We can see no desirability in implementing these regulations.
Law Centre (NI) welcomes the opportunity to respond to this request for information.  We trust you will find our comments helpful.  If there is any further way in which we could contribute to this process we would welcome the opportunity to do so.  

Yours sincerely
Laura Niwa

Policy Officer
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� In Northern Ireland there are currently 6,103 claimants aged under 35 who receive the shared accommodation rate.  The Voluntary Sector Housing Provider Forum has highlighted concerns about the availability of shared accommodation currently (see note 6) this will be compounded by a further increase in demand as a result of the proposals.


� Bruce Walker and Pat Niner, Low income working households in the private rented sector, DWP Research Report September 2010





