Introduction
The Voluntary Sector Housing Policy Forum (VSHPF) brings together a number of organisations that work in the housing and communities sector.  Most of us that are involved in the VSHPF often deal directly with vulnerable households and homeless people.  Like many others working in this sector, the VSHPF is extremely concerned about the impact that welfare reform changes are already having and will continue to have on individuals and households in Northern Ireland.  We welcome the opportunity to provide written views to the Social Security Advisory Committee on the latest cut to the Housing Benefit budget.  The Housing Benefit (Amendment) Regulations 2011 will change the definition of a “young individual” for housing benefit purposes, so that it would in future cover people under the age of 35, rather than 25 as  it does now.

We appreciate that these draft regulations will amend the definition in England.  However, given the long-standing policy of parity in social security legislation in Northern Ireland the VSHPF believes there is value in contributing to this consultation and is therefore providing written views to the Committee.  
General comments

In Northern Ireland 5892 people will be initially affected, with the average loss being calculated at £24.50 per week
.   In other words, from January 2012 single claimants aged 25 – 35 will receive the Local Housing Allowance Rate for a shared room (on average of around £40.00 a week) irrespective of the size of the property occupied.   This regulation previously only applied to under 25s and in our experience has caused considerable hardship in many cases.   Whereby, “young people” are unable to secure or sustain affordable accommodation and are left facing shortfalls, arrears and homelessness. 

It is our view that households and individuals often present a number of complex and varied circumstances and that this measure fails to appreciate this.    The groups already affected by the Shared Room Rate already are:

· those who lose their jobs or need temporary financial help to keep their homes; 
· those who are in work but on very low incomes; 
· those who are unable to work due to disability; 
· vulnerable groups, 
· separated parents being unable to retain access to their children because they live in shared accommodation.
The extension of the Shared Room Rate to those under 35s will mean that thousands more will struggle to maintain and sustain their accommodation in Northern Ireland.

The introduction of this measure will lead to increases in homelessness as well as a risk of causing repeat homelessness amongst those people who have made inroads in tackling cyclical homelessness.  For those vulnerable people who have been homeless, are leaving supported accommodation, care or prison, sharing is particularly inappropriate and can exacerbate any mental health problems that may exist.

Northern Ireland Context

Any proposal to remove or lessen entitlement to social security assistance must be considered in a Northern Ireland context.  Northern Ireland has a particularly high proportion of mental health issues per head of population
 with 8.6% of the working age population are receiving Incapacity Benefit compared with 5.2% in Britain.  Economic forecasts also suggest that recovery from the recession in Northern Ireland may not begin until 2012.

From January 2012, the Government intends to extend Shared Room Rate to claimants under the age of 35.  According to the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, the change will affect 5892 existing claimants with an estimated weekly reduction of £24.50.   A survey of 500 tenancies managed by First Housing also found that 62% of their tenants were under 35 and will be potentially be hit with shortfalls.

Currently the average maximum award of Local Housing Allowance is only £70 /week for a one bedroom property and this falls to £43 for SRR claimants.   Furthermore, this is one of a whole portfolio of cuts that are being applied to housing benefit and with further cuts in the future these rates are likely to reduce further.
Impact on Homelessness

It is highly likely that the vast majority of people affected by this change will lose their current accommodation.  This will be the reality for many as landlords will be unlikely to accept such a significant reduction in rent and someone on a limited income in the first place will not be in a position to make up such a significant shortfall.  Thousands of people currently living in self-contained flats will therefore be forced to seek out shared accommodation.   This will lead to both a significant increase in homelessness and will place further pressure on the limited pool of properties available, which in turn will lead to increases in rent for this type of property.
In many areas in Northern Ireland, this type of shared accommodation the government expects people to live in does not 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 Vulnerable

Currently the only exemptions from the SRR are young care leavers aged under 22 and those who receive the middle or higher rate care component of Disability Living Allowance for people who are severely disabled and need a carer.  Therefore, other people with serious disabilities or illness, mental health or behavioural problems or who are vulnerable in other ways will not be exempt.  There are great risks associated with expecting people with complex needs to share accommodation, and it needs to be realised that in many instances this is simply not appropriate.

Impact on Parents 

Non resident parents with over night access to their children are unlikely to be able sustain that access if it will mean their child staying over in shared accommodation.  Claimants are likely to have to share with larger numbers of people with a high turnover of tenants and little or no choice over who to share with.  It is therefore very apparent that such arrangements will not be inappropriate for children. 
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