Homeless under the spotlight

A Working Group set up to review the difficulties facing homeless
people, has agreed that one of its first priorities is a review of
legislative framework which determines entitlement to assistance
and accommodation (contained in Part Il of the Housing (NI) Order
1988 as amended by the Housing (NI) Order 2003). This is an issue
which Housing Rights Service and other homelessness agencies
have been pressing for over a number of years.

As part of the Promoting Social Inclusion (PSI) element of the New
Targeting Social Need Programme, the Department for Social

Development is leading the group which met for the first time in May.

The group intends to build upon the recommendations from recent
reviews carried out by both the Housing Executive and the Northern
Ireland Assembly’s Department for Social Development Committee.
It aims to go beyond bricks and mortar to consider how best to
ensure that that the risk of homelessness is reduced and that
homeless people have access to the range of services that they
need. As a start to this process, it has been agreed initially to set up
three sub-groups, one to focus on a review of the homelessness
provisions, a second to consider issues relating to prevention and a
third to examine the nature and causes of homelessness in
Northern Ireland.

The Group is cross-departmental and cross-sectoral comprising
representatives from key interest groups including government
departments, non-departmental public bodies and the voluntary
sector. (Voluntary sector representation includes Housing Rights
Service, Council for the Homeless NI, FHASS and Simon
Community NI). It aims to publish a draft Policy and Strategy
document for public consultation by mid 2004, which will contain
defined recommendations detailing what actions are required, by
whom and within what timescales.

Further information on the work of the group can be obtained from
the DSD Housing Policy Branch Tel: 028 9091 0056.

Homelessness crisis deepens

Recent figures released by the Housing Executive show that last
year the number of households presenting as homeless increased
to 16,426 in 2002/03, a 16% increase on the previous year. Of
these, half were accepted as statutorily homeless and entitled to
housing.
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New future for the
private rented sector

he Department for Social Development (DSD)

recently issued its proposals for reforming the

private rented sector. This was followed by the
release of the Housing Executive’s draft strategy for the
sector in June. These legislative and strategic reviews
are part of the government’s objective to create a viable
private rented sector. Nicola McCrudden, Housing Rights
Service Policy & Communications Co-ordinator, looks at
some of the issues facing private tenants today.

The private rented sector
plays a vital role in our
housing market and is
meeting the housing needs
of a diverse range of
households. However, this
tenure can no longer be
viewed strictly as the
temporary option
associated only with
students and others
requiring flexibility. With
rising house prices and
waiting lists at crisis point
in many areas, more
families are looking
towards the option of
renting privately with a view
to remaining there on a
longer term basis. As an
agency providing advice to
private tenants renting in
the ‘lower-end’ of the
market, we welcome the
publication of these
reviews as an opportunity
to modernise and regulate
standards within the sector.

The private rented sector
comprises two distinctly
different types of tenancy:
uncontrolled and
controlled. Tenants in the
uncontrolled sector have
few basic rights and are
often expected to pay high
rents and deposits for
accommodation which can
be in poor or unsafe

condition. On the other
hand, there are a small
number of tenancies which
are heavily regulated by the
Rent (NI) Order 1978
where tenants enjoy
significantly more legal
rights, have security of
tenure and have their rents
set by government. There
is a need to address this
imbalance in a simpler
legislative framework.
However in doing so, we
caution against interfering
with the current legal
position of controlled
tenancies many of which
are occupied by older
people.

ACCESS

In our view, a strategy for
the private rented sector
and subsequent legislation
must give more people the
opportunity to obtain good
guality private rented
accommodation. Yet there
are major financial barriers
inhibiting access for many.
The common practice of
charging a deposit and one
month’s rent-in-advance
mean that a private tenant
can be expected to pay a
lump sum of £900 in some
areas before moving in.
Housing Benefit claimants
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are often further disadvantaged. Lengthy administration
procedures can act as a disincentive to landlords to accept
Housing Benefit claimants and rent restrictions in some
areas are leaving tenants with significant shortfalls and
facing homelessness. Unless the Housing Benefit system
meets its central purpose of enabling those on low
incomes to pay their rent, renting privately will remain out
of reach for many. (See Casework Corner.)

RIGHTS, RESPONSIBILITIES AND DISPUTES

In our experience there is
a general lack of
awareness amongst both
landlords and tenants of
the law. This often leads
to disputes which can
41 resultin illegal eviction. It
is frequently the case that

M many tenants do not even
have written agreements or indeed rent books outlining
their rights (which are required by law). The rights and
responsibilities of tenants and landlords can be found in a
number of places including statute, common law and in
contracts. We firmly advocate the requirement for written
agreements to be provided to all tenants, setting out
standard compulsory terms including rights and
responsibilities. We also support the need for a single
adjudication scheme operated by a third independent party
to assist in dispute resolution.

SECURITY OF TENURE

The majority of private tenants in Northern Ireland have
no statutory right to security of tenure. The term of the
tenancy is agreed between the landlord and tenant and,
unless specified, the property is let on a monthly basis.
Time and again we find that tenants in this position do
not try to enforce their statutory rights for fear of being
evicted. Whilst we recognize that the flexible nature of
renting privately is preferable for some tenants and
landlords, the lack of security for others is causing
significant hardship. This needs to be addressed if we
are to plan for the long-term interests of the sector.

UNFITNESS AND DISREPAIR
The private rented sector still has the highest proportion

of unfit properties. According to the NI House Condition
Survey 2001 nine per cent (4,300) of dwellings are unfit,

while seventy one per cent
are in disrepair and almost
half fail the Decent Home
Standard currently adopted
in England and Wales (i.e.
wind, weather tight and
warm  with modern
facilities). Government is
proposing the categorisation
of new private tenancies in
Northern Ireland according
to the 1992 basic fithess
standards. However in our
view we should be aiming to
raise standards within the
sector by assessing fitness
according to more
comprehensive standards
currently in use elsewhere.

The enforcement of repair
remedies is also a vital
consideration. The ongoing
problem with repair issues
is evidence of the lack of any
active enforcement
remedies. The Repair
Notice could potentially be
very effective in addressing
issues of unfitness.
However, despite having had
the power since the early
1980s, the Housing
Executive has issued only
a handful. Housing Rights
Service supports the
transfer of the enforcement
power to district councils
which have been very active
in issuing Public Health
Notices. (See Casework
Corner.)

Overall we want to see a
well managed private rented
sector offering choice,
security and good quality
accommodation. We look
forward to contributing to
both the DSD proposals
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and the Housing
Executive’s draft strategy
for the sector and remain
hopeful that the outcomes
will offer a better future for
private tenants.

The document ‘PRS NI —
Proposals for Reform’ is
available from the DSD Tel:
028 9091 0056 or view on
www.dsdni.gov.uk. The
deadline for response is 31
July 2003.

The Housing Executive
document ‘Private Renting:
A Strategic Framework’ is
available from Corporate
Services Tel: 028 90240 588.
Deadline for response is 11
August 2003.



Court Report

This case concerns the failure of the Housing
Executive to implement their policies and procedures
regarding anti-social behaviour and neighbour disputes.

The client first contacted
Housing Rights Service in
2001 for assistance in
dealing with an ongoing
campaign of harassment
and intimidation at the
hands of a neighbour, who
was a Housing Executive
tenant. Over a number of
years the client had
recorded in excess of 100
incidents. Consequently,
the claimant was forced to
take action in the form of a
civil injunction, and 7
criminal prosecutions,
which lead to 3 convictions.

The claimant approached
the Housing Executive for
help to put an end to the
situation and requested that
it enforce the tenancy

agreement and initiate
possession proceedings
against the neighbour. The
Housing Executive failed to
act on the matter. Housing
Rights Service submitted a
formal complaint to the
Housing Executive.
However, after exhausting
the internal complaints
procedure without the
situation being resolved,
the case was referred to the
Law Centre (NI). An
application was made to
the High Court for judicial
review to establish that the
Housing Executive was
acting unlawfully by taking
into account an irrelevant
consideration, ie their fear
of the family in question. It

Legal Eye Up date

The commencement order
for the Housing (NI) Order
2003 was made on 13 May.
It sets out the dates on
which most of the provisions
take statutory effect. The
first of these came into
operation on 1 June and
whilst they mostly related to
changes regarding
administrative
arrangements, they also
include the right of Housing
Executive tenants to repair
and improvement as well as
provisions regarding an
Emergency Grants scheme
(for payment in cases of
intimidation).

The next change will
take effect on 1 July when
the functions regarding the
rent register will be
transferred from the
Department of Social
Development to the
Housing Executive.
However, the main bulk of
the provisions will come into
operation on 1 November.
These include changes to
the homelessness
legislation, the ability of
social landlords to bring in
introductory tenancies, the
extension of the grounds for
possession and injunctions
for anti-social behaviour.

was also argued that the
failure to take action
amounted to a breach of
Article 8 of the Human
Rights Act 1998 (i.e. right to
respect for private and
family life and home).

The Housing Executive
stated that, following the
results of a risk
assessment, it held the
opinion that to take
possession proceedings
against the neighbour would
place its staff in danger.
Whilst recognising that the
case was important in a
Northern Ireland context, Mr
Justice Weatherup
dismissed the application for
judicial review and found in
favour of the Housing
Executive. The judge agreed
that the Housing Executive
was entitled to take into
account the health and

From 1 December the new
grants provisions will take
effect and the Housing
Executive will take over
responsibility for the
provision of caravan sites for
Irish Travellers. Afew of the
provisions are still awaiting
dates, including the house
sales scheme for registered
housing associations and
the registration scheme for
HMO's.

There are still parts of
the legislation which require
supplementary guidance
(including introductory
tenancies; repossession
and homelessness). The

safety of its own staff in
deciding what action (if any)
to take and that its decision
not to pursue possession
proceedings could not be
described as ‘irrational’.
The judge stated that, “The
threat to the personal safety
of staff is not an irrelevant
consideration and a fair
balance of public and
private interests has been
struck...”

The Law Centre (NI)
proceeded to lodge an
appeal against the decision.
On the date of the Court of
Appeal hearing, it emerged
that the Housing Executive
had sold the home to the
neighbour a number of days
earlier. Mr Donnelly has
since been granted leave to
judicially review the Housing
Executive’s decision to sell
the house. The hearingisto
take place at the end of
June.

For a full case report go to
http://www.courtsni.gov.uk/
judgments/weak3261.htm

Department for Social
Development is drawing up
the draft guidance to be
released to coincide with the
relevant commencement
dates. SR2003 No0.270
(C.20) contains the dates on
which the various provisions
take effect and can be
viewed on www.hmso.gov.uk
(under ‘Legislation’ and then
‘Northern Ireland Statutory
Rules’).

Housing Rights
Service has just produced
a guide on the 2003
Housing Order. To order call
028 9024 5640 or email
alan@housingrights.org.uk.
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Casework Corner

Discretionary Housing Payment and
Homelessness

Mrs W was having trouble
managing to pay her rent.

0 maintain herself and
her four children she had
an income of £136 Income
Support and £49.50 Child
Benefit. She had a £37.15

eekly shortfall in her
Housing Benefit.

Mrs W had applied for a
Discretionary Housing
Payment (DHP), to help
owards the difference, but
he Housing Executive
rote to say that she was
not entitled to this award.
hey explained that this
as because her eligible
rent of £77.50 was equal
o the Local Reference
Rent for her house and
hat, consequently, “due to
budgetary constraints” she
did not meet the criteria.
(Mrs W's rent was £120
per week. For a four
bedroom privately rented
house in a high demand
area, this is not unusually
high.)

Mrs W came to Housing
Rights Service for help.
She explained that she
had managed to pay the
rent by borrowing £1000
rom a money lender and
as paying interest at a
rate of £350 every nine
eeks. She was very
orried about what might

happen if she could not
meet these payments.

Her Adviser wrote to the
Housing Executive, giving
a full account of Mrs W's
circumstances. In
response a DHP award of
£10 per week was
granted.

We do feel this is
inadequate, but the
decision cannot be
referred to the Appeals
Service as it is only
possible to ask for an
internal review of a DHP
decision.

Mrs W's story is all too
common and highlights
several areas of concern:
The DHP is a
capped budget and as a
result it is leaving many
in severe hardship
In many areas local
reference rents are not
realistically comparing
with actual rents
Increasingly many
low income households
have no alternative but
to pay high private
sector rents cost with
often minimal financial
help available
This is leading
many exposed to debt,
severe hardship, risk of
exploitation and the

threat of homelessness.

Failure to issue a Repair Notice

Ms B, a private rented
sector tenant, contacted
Housing Rights Service for
help as she had been
without hot water and
heating for two months. Ms
B is disabled and has two
young children. She had
not been able to wash either
herself or her children
properly and had no hot
water  for  cooking
preparation.

The problems arose
when her boiler and
emersion heater broke
down. She reported the
need for repair to her
landlord but was told that
she was responsible for
carrying out any repairs or
making any replacements.

Her adviser believed that
the property failed to meet
the fithess standards as set
out in Article 46 of the
Housing (NI) Order 1992.
The adviser wrote to the
District Manager, of the
local Housing Executive
District Office, requesting
that an inspection be carried
out on the property and that
a Repair Notice be issued.
It was several months
before the local council’s
Environmental Health
Department were instructed
to perform an inspection.

Upon inspection the
Environmental Health Officer
believed that the property
failed to meet the fitness

standards and
recommended that a Repair
Notice be issued. Despite
this the Housing Executive
failed to follow this advice
and Ms B continued to live
without hot water or
heating. The adviser then
proceeded to make a formal
complaint to the Housing
Executive.

Due to her housing
conditions, Ms B felt that it
was not reasonable for her
to continue to remain in the
property. As a result, she
moved to a vacant Housing
Executive property and
became an illegal
occupant. The Housing
Executive proceeded to
issue a Notice of Intention
to Seek Possession. The
adviser wrote to the Housing
Executive explaining that
had it not been for the
extensive and unnecessary
delays in carrying out the
fithess assessment that Ms
B would not have left her
accommodation and would
not be facing eviction or the
need to present as
homeless.

This case has been referred
to the Law Centre (NI) for
deliberation on whether or
not to apply for a judicial
review of the Housing
Executive’s failure to carry
out its obligations under the
Housing (NI) Order 1992 in
notissuing a Repair Notice.




Setting the Agenda - Disability
and Housing

ousing remains a key area of concern for year. From an initial

people with disabilities. Orla McCann, Access  survey 45% of those who

Manager for Disability Action, outlinesthe legal  responded named housing
position in Northern Ireland regarding housing for people  as a key issue of concern.

with disabilities and explains how the organisation is Of those 50% also
going about setting a new agenda. indicated that they felt A group has been set up to
that more living consider whether parents
Whilst new legislation is to be introduced next year, accommodation should be ~ With disabled children are
which should result in improved accessibility to public accessible. Disability disadvantaged by the Test
buildings, the law remains weak in terms of access to Action is now facilitating ~ °f Resources application for
housing. Part Il of the Disability Discrimination Act — working groups to debate Disabled Facilities Qrants
Access to Goods, Facilities, Services and Premises, this and other issues (DFG). Currently applicants
which will come into force on 1st October 2004, will toward the establishment must undergo a statutpry
impact upon housing in terms of the operations of of an agenda with which to means test to determine

how much, if any, they will
have to contribute towards
the cost of the work. Where
the disabled person is a
child, the parents’ income
is taken into account.

housing providers as service providers, but it will do little  approach our political

in relation to design and accessibility. The law impacts  parties and administration.
upon the selling, letting and management of premises If you would like to input
and makes it unlawful to discriminate against a disabled to this debate please
person for a reason related to their disability in terms of ~ contact Making It Happen

the manner, standard or terms of service. Butit does —Housing Group at However, the current means
not require the physical adaptation of the housing stock.  Disability Action on 028 test does not take account
9029 7880 or visit their of any extraordinary out-
The Building Regulations Northern Ireland — Part R website goings associated with the
Access and Facilities for Disabled People was extended  www.disabilityaction.org. care of a disabled child.
in 2000 to apply to dwellings by the application of a
standard of “visitability”. This means that a disabled The Housing Executive’s The Group is chaired by the
person should be able to visit a house built after that has produced a booklet Department for Social
date and make use of the ground floor habitable rooms ‘Adapting your home —a Development, facilitated by
including a toilet. But visiting a house and living initare  step by step guide for the Family Information
two entirely different things. people with disabilities’ Group, and comprises
which is available from representatives  from
To mark the European Year of People with Disabilities,  their Information Disability Action, the
Disability Action has asked disabled people to identify Department, tel 028 Housing' Executive,
the issues which they would like to be raised during the  90317742. Occupational Therapy,

University of Ulster and
Queens University Belfast.
Itis currently in the process
of determining the extent of
the problem. If there is a
need to change the current
system, this is likely to
require amendments to the
Statutory Rules and will
have wider implications for
similar rules in Britain.
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House Condition Survey 2001 —
the Key Findings

The publication of the Housing Executive’s 7" ‘Northern Ireland House Condition
Survey 2001’ was met with contrasting media headlines, including “unfit housing still
a problem” and “housing unfitness is at an all time low”.

For the first time the survey
looked at housing stock,
not only in view of the fitness
standards set out in the
Housing (NI) Order 1992 but
also gathered information
under the Housing Health
and Safety Rating System
which measures risk to
health and safety. (A
separate report containing
the findings is to be
published separately.)

In terms of fithess, the
survey found that:

—an estimated 31,600
dwellings failed to meet
the fithess standards.
This represented a rate of
4.9% (as compared to
7.3% in 1996)

—the highest rate of
unfithess continued to be
in rural areas - 8.5% of
all rural dwellings were
unfit compared to 3.1%
of urban dwellings

—nearly half of all unfit
properties were vacant

—the highest rate of unfit
occupied stock was in
the Private Rented Sector
which amounted to 8.7%
of the total unfit stock

—nearly two fifths of all unfit
properties were Owner
Occupied

—the main causes of
unfitness were found to
be unsatisfactory
facilities for the
preparation and cooking
of food, disrepair and
dampness.

As regards the Northern
Ireland housing stock, the
key findings were that:

— there was anincrease
in the total number of
dwellings by 45,000 to
647,500

— 67% of the housing
stock was in urban
areas and 33% in rural
areas

— Owner Occupation
has increased to
432,300, 66.8% of
total stock

— Housing Executive
stock declined by
116,000, 17.9% of
total stock

— the Private Rented
Sector stock
increased to 49,400,
7.6% of total stock

— Housing Association
stock increased to
18,000, 2.8% of total
stock

— vacant dwellings
amounted for 32,000,
4.9% of the total
stock.

The House Condition
Survey 2001 can be
viewed on the Housing
Executive’s website by
going to www.nihe.gov.uk/
publications/news/

2001HCS.pdf.

For further information
contact the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive
Research Unit, tel: 028
90240588.
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Delegation
pushes
homelessness
up the agenda

In March the former Lord
Mayor of Belfast,
Councillor Alex Maskey,
lead a delegation of
agencies to meet the
Northern Ireland Minister
for Social Development,
Mr Des Browne MP.
Amongst the concerns
raised was the need for
more social housing, the
impact of the House
Sales Scheme on
meeting housing need
and the importance of
securing adequate
resources to fund
Supporting People.

The agencies who
attended the meeting had
participated in the Lord
Mayor’s Initiative for the
Homeless ‘No Place like
Home’ at Belfast City Hall
in December last year.
They included Housing
Rights Service (Nicola
McCrudden) Shelter NI
(Laurence Moffat) Simon
Community NI (Feargal
Lynn) and Council for the
Homeless NI (Ricky
Rowledge).L-R




the debate

house sales scheme for Housing Associations. Tony Ruddy, Director of Ark

The Department for Social Development is currently looking at developing a

Housing Association and the NI member of the Chartered Institute of Housing’s
National Governing Council, discusses the implications for Housing Associations and
on their ability to meet housing need. He is writing in a personal capacity.

Any debate on the issue
of extending the ‘Right to
Buy’ (RTB) to Housing
Association tenants in
Northern Ireland is now
academic, since the
Housing (NI) Order 2003
introduces the legislative
authority to do so. ltis
however essential that the
Association movement
focuses on the
implementation of a
house sales policy which
will benefit the whole of
the social housing sector,
protecting the rights of
those in housing stress,
including homelessness,
and to protect the
founding ethos and
principles from which our
organisations have arisen.

Where to now for those of
us who are faced with the
prospect of losing some,
if not all of our most
desirable stock? What of
the financial implications
for Associations continued
financial stability and what
about the financial
institutions which have
provided much needed
investment in the social
housing sector? Even
more importantly, what of
the future for the delivery

of social housing
programmes by
Associations throughout
Northern Ireland?

Over the last 23 years
RTB has had a massive
impact on the
development of social
housing and on the fabric
and structure of society.
But many respected
authorities have voiced
serious concerns over the
impact which RTB in its
present form is now
having on other
government initiatives
such as the drive for
social inclusion and
community regeneration.
Momentum is gaining for
the reform and
modernisation of RTB.
Restrictions have already
been placed on RTB in
some areas of England

and amendments have
been made to the Scottish
and Welsh schemes. In
Northern Ireland, the
Housing Executive’s
Voluntary House Sales
Scheme, the most
generous in the UK,
continues to produce
sales of some 4-5,000 per
annum. Clearly the
depletion of social housing
stock at this rate will
directly impact on the
ability to alleviate housing
stress.

Why then in the face of
increasing homelessness,
rising numbers of
individuals in housing
stress, reducing
development opportunities,
should Associations be
forced to sell their stock?
For the majority of
Associations, the ethos
and founding principles of
our organisations are as
true today as when the
Associations were first
established. We were not
created to provide an
avenue for owner
occupation. We are
enabled to facilitate those
most in need and to
ensure that we can,
where possible, alleviate

“We were not
created to
provide an
avenue for
owner
occupation”

the housing problems in
our communities.
Everyone is entitled to
hold owner occupation as
an ‘aspiration’, should
their individual
circumstances permit.
However, | would question
the enforced sale of the
social housing stock with
extremely generous
discounts, as the best
way to achieve this.

Some have argued that
the equality agenda can
only be satisfied if
Association tenants in
Northern Ireland are given
the same rights as
Housing Executive
tenants. Personally, | find
this a very thinly veiled
argument. Indeed, when
the exercising of one’s
equality rights, such as to
buy their social landlord’s
home at generous
discounts, interferes with



Issue 4

the ability of civilised society to provide a home for
those in need and deprives Associations of their
financial stability to provide for future development then
clearly, as a society, our values have become
misplaced.

Many Associations in Northern Ireland are small,
community based organisations with limited potential to
significantly increase stock levels through development
or other means. In terms of the financial implications,
many Associations have sought private finance on the
strength of their stock asset and our lenders will be
concerned as to the impact of stock losses on the
future viability of these Associations.

The debate on the rights or wrongs of RTB will

continui' clearly, reform of the present scheme is
rred Institute of Housing NI
2r in 2001 which
etween the aspirations of
es and the needs of local
1t housing for those in
ntly a joint CIH — IPPR

Research) publication

m for Debate, concluded

' changes to the existing RTB, greater
ition to strategic planning for local

greater involvement and a larger stake
1eir local communities would enable a
reformed RTB policy which would make positive
contributions towards the creation and support of
sustainable communities.

Community regeneration
initiatives can best be
served by continuing to
address the realities of
housing stress within our
communities and by
providing social housing
for those whose
aspirations are not in the
short to medium terms to
own a house but to
actually have a house to
call their home. None of
us should forget why we
work in the social housing
sector. None of us should
forget the founding ethos
of our organisations. We
need an informed and
united voice to ensure that
whatever house sales
policy is eventually agreed
for Housing Associations
in Northern Ireland offers
the best deal to those
who need and depend
upon our services.
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Websites Worth Watching

Supporting People — www.spkweb.org.uk — gives details on all you need to
know about the Supporting People scheme in England including background
information, up-to-date news and how it operates in practice. There is also
information and advice for support workers.

Homeless Pages - www.homelesspages.org.uk — lists a range of

publications and resources available on housing and homelessness and related
issues such as health, welfare benefits and community care. Good search facility.

Office of Fair Trading — www.oft.gov.uk — provides guidance on what are

unfair terms in contracts and has a downloadable leaflet called ‘Unfair Tenancy Terms:
don't get caught out'.

Consumerline - www.consumerline.org —gives useful =
advice and information for consumers in Northern Ireland é = > ’}?
on a wide range of matters including money, services to (/ ,/%{é,i”
the home, goods and services, travel and transport, legal

action and useful addresses.

A\SRRARR R R NN

for Hire

R oom

Are you looking to hire a space in Belfast City Centre to
hold a training course, a seminar or a meeting? If so,
Housing Rights Service may be able to meet your
needs. Our meeting room (5.7 metres by 9.8 metres)
is air-conditioned can be laid out in either a formal or
informal setting and has a separate kitchen facility.

The rates for hire are:

Housing Rights Service Members:
Full day £60 Half day £35

Housing Rights Service Non-members:
Full day £75 Half day £40

If you would like to make a booking, or would like further
details, please contact Margaret on 028 9024 5640 or
email margaret@housingrights.org.uk.

Shelternet, a Housing Rights Service projectin
association with Shelter the National Campaign for
Homeless People, got under way in April. The purpose
of the project is to develop a website with practical
information for the public on housing and homelessness
in Northern Ireland. Two new staff members have been
recruited to work on the project. Feargal O'Kane has
taken up the post of Shelternet Writer whilst Adele
Pound is the Administrative Assistant. Feargal has
recently completed a LLM in Computers and Law at
Queens University, Belfast and Adele was previously
part of the Housing Rights Service Self Help Project.

We are also pleased to welcome Claire Greene as a
volunteer Housing Adviser. Claire is currently
employed by the Citizens Advice Bureau as a part-time
Money Advice Worker.
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Community Housing
Advice Project

ach year the advice sector in Northern Ireland
receives thousands of enquiries on housing
matters, second only to social security issues.

To help ensure that good quality housing advice is
accessible throughout Northern Ireland the Community
Housing Advice Project has been established. This is
athree year project jointly developed by Housing
Rights Service, the Northern Ireland Association of
Citizens Advice Bureau and the Association of
Independent Advice Centres. Managed by Housing
Rights Service, the project is funded by the EU BSP
Programme 3.2, the Department for Social
Development and the Community Fund.

The project aims to contribute towards the prevention
of homelessness and the improvement of housing
conditions in Northern Ireland by enhancing the
standard of housing advice, advocacy and
representation provided by frontline agencies to
disadvantaged people living within their local
community.

The project team will consist of five specialist staff i.e.
a Project Manager, two Housing Advice Development
Workers, a part-time Training Officer and an
Administration Officer.

We are currently looking to form partnerships with 24
local advice agencies (two of whom will act as host
agencies) throughout Northern Ireland and are asking
local advice agencies who would like to participate in
the project to register their interest. Each participating
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agency is to undertake
accredited training and
obtain a vocational
qualification in Housing
Advice.

All potential partner
agencies will be contacted
in August and information
sessions about the project
will be held in September.
The service will begin in
full in January 2004.

If you would like to find out
more about the project
please contact Janet
Hunter on 028 9024 5640
or emalil
janet@housingrights.org.uk
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focus - rural housing

Addressing low and weak community
infrastructure

The Rural Community Network (RCN) is a voluntary
organisation established, in 1991, by community groups
from rural areas to articulate the voice of rural
communities on issues relating to poverty, disadvantage
and equality. Gerry Darby, Programme Manager at the
RCN, reports on a new joint working initiative in housing
estates.

“Inadequate resources, poor access to
services and isolation are key
characteristics of rural poverty”

Rural Community Network, the Department of
Agriculture and Rural Development, the Community
Foundation for Northern Ireland, the Housing Executive
and the International Fund for Ireland has been working
in partnership to develop a Rural Community Estates
Programme (RCEP).

Rural Housing Strategy

The RCEP is a community development initiative
targeting small rural Housing Executive estates with low
levels of community activity. Under the programme 12
development workers are being appointed who will seek
to proactively work with communities on rural estates in
13 District Council areas. The areas were chosen
following extensive examination and mapping of rural
estates.

The main role of the workers will be to provide
community development and capacity building
opportunities within the identified local housing estates
and to assist community organisations and activists to
identify local needs and examine potential solutions.

It will concentrate on areas such as:

1. Promoting Social Inclusion
2. Increasing the level of Community Engagement
3. Developing External Networks

If you would like further information please contact Gerry
Darby on 028 8676 6670 or email
gerry@ruralcommunitynetwork.org.

‘Places for People’ is the Housing Executive’s rural housing policy and it applies to small towns and villages, rural
settlements and housing in the countryside. The strategy covers all tenures and aims to help sustain the overall
strength of the rural community in Northern Ireland. Since its commencement in 2000, ‘Places for People’ has operated
across a number of policy areas and has undertaken a variety of activities in the following areas:

— Assessing housing need

— Assisting to provide homes

— Improving housing conditions and quality
— Linking rural housing and health

— Examining rural homelessness

— Working with rural residents

— Assisting in rural development

Whilst primarily about housing issues, the strategy also
highlights the role that housing can play in assisting
broader rural development issues. One of the principles is
to ensure that rural housing policy contributes to overall
rural development objectives.

Further information on any aspect of the ‘Places for People’
strategy, contact Michael Conway at 028 9031 8559 or
email michael.conway@nihe.gov.uk
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