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	5
	Northern Ireland Housing Executive
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	11
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	Disability Action
	


	15
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	16
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	17
	Cookstown District Council
	


	18
	Nigel McMahon (DHSSPS Chief EHO)
	


	19
	Antrim Borough Council
	


	20
	Down District Council
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DSD- REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR

CONSULTATION

Response 


In relation to this consultation speaking as a disabled person I believe that it is essential that disabled people continue to receive the DFG.

It is imperative that further financial burdens are not placed on disabled people in order for them to live fully independent lives like those of their non disabled counterparts. If anything I believe that the financial burden on private sector applicants should be lessened.  

Having spoken to many disabled people one of their key concerns is the length of time it takes for a disabled person to obtain a DFG, I know of occasions when a person applied for a grant only to be given approval when he/she had died.  It is therefore imperative that the timeline for DFG is shortened.


I would also suggest that the Department takes out the means test component especially for lesser cost adaptations.


Finally I believe that the DFG must be retained as a mandatory grant.  I believe if this were rescinded then it would breach equality and Human rights legislation and further disadvantage/discriminate against disabled people.
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Ms. Claire Merron

Housing Division

Housing Markets and Supply

Department for Social Development

2nd Floor, Lighthouse Building

Gasworks Business Park

Ormeau Road

Belfast

BT7 2JB





25th January 2013





Dear Ms. Merron,



Consultation on reviewing support for repair and improvement in the private housing sector



I am writing in response to the Department for Social Development’s consultation on reviewing support for repair and improvement in the private housing sector.



The Federation of Master Builders (FMB) is the UK's largest trade association in the building industry, with national offices in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, supported by additional regional offices. Established in 1941 to protect the interests of small and medium-sized (SME) building firms, the FMB is independent and non-profit-making, lobbying continuously for members’ interests at both national and local levels. The FMB has approximately 400 member companies in Northern Ireland.



As you may be aware, through the current system, all works carried out for home improvement and repair through the NI Housing Executive had to be done by warranted builders. These builders had to be members of the ‘selected scheme operators’ and meet certain criteria set out in the NI Housing Executive Tender. This included ensuring these builders were financially sound, obtaining references for previous work and ensuring that these building companies had public and employer’s liability insurance in place. All work completed was covered by a two year warranty to protect the homeowner throughout the build and after completion. This system has worked extremely well for over twenty years for the following reasons:



· The scheme operators are responsible for vetting the builders and ensuring the standard of workmanship is satisfactory.

· If there is a problem during the build the warranty scheme steps in to investigate, the NI Housing Executive did not have to get involved.

· The system protected the client during the build and for 2 years after completion against poor workmanship or structural default.

· The system also protected the client against companies going into liquidation or bankruptcy as the scheme operator would get another member builder to complete the works. 

· The system gave access to this type of work for local SME construction companies.









The FMB’s subsidiary company, BuildAssure, previously known as the National Register of Warranted builders (NRWB) is one of the original scheme operators, and continues to successfully operate this system in Northern Ireland. In addition FMB have increased the entry criteria for members beyond that of the NIHE tender as all members require an independent inspection of their work before they can join. 



 A great deal has been achieved over the past twenty years as the state of Northern Ireland’s housing stock has been vastly improved. However, I appreciate that in the current economic client, the existing system of funding grants is no longer fit for purpose and a new approach must be introduced.



Although I accept this fact I urge you to consider two important points:



· It is essential that the new system is equally effective as the current system and does not allow Northern Ireland’s housing stock to again fall into an unacceptable state of disrepair;

· Regardless of how the repair and improvement work is funded, it is absolutely vital that only vetted builders undertake this work and a minimum of a 2 year warranty is provided. FMB members can offer 2, 6, or 10 year warranties over work. 





I hope these comments are useful and I look forward to seeing your more detailed proposals for a new system of grants in due course. I would like to request a meeting to discuss these issues further. Please don’t hesitate to contact me at the NI office on 028 9035 1029.



Yours sincerely,





Maire Nawaz

NI Director

Federation of Master Builders
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28/01/2012  


REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT 


IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR – DSD NI 
 


 


Who are we? 


C.I.G.S. 


Contractors Insurance Guarantee Services NI Ltd 


Whitehall Chambers, 43 New Row, Coleraine. BT52 1AE 


Tel: 02870325980 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Peter Wallace            Trevor Taylor 


(Chief Executive)      (General Manager) 


 


Why are we here? 


 


C.I.G.S is one of three main “Warranty Contractor” associations representing 400 


of a estimated 950 small/medium contractors who have been involved in 


undertaking NIHE renovation grant aid to private sector home owners. Since 


1988 it has been a NIHE condition that a “Warranted Contractor” is used for 


works over £5000 providing a wide range of consumer protections on such 


contracts. 


 


We wish to highlight the negative effect cancellation of NIHE renovation grant 


aid has had on the province, the construction community involved and private 


home owners seeking such aid. 


 


This schemes view Is that the plight of the private home owner has been 


disproportionately overshadowed by the need for new social housing when 


there is an equal need within existing private housing.  


  


This scheme and its member “Warranted Contractors” have been at the 


forefront of seeing the benefits grant provision have had to Northern Ireland in 


maintaining private housing stock. Allowing those of low income and the elderly 


to remain in their own homes. In turn providing work to the contractors involved 
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who in turn employ and contribute positively to society, employment, the 


treasury and local communities.   


 


 


 


REINSTATE PRIVATE SECTOR NIHE RENOVATION GRANT AID  
 


Overview 


For the past 30 years the NIHE has supported the maintenance of private sector 


residential property by way of renovation grant aid. This funding was cancelled 


in 2009-10 by then Minister Margaret Richie whilst maintaining mandatory 


disablement grants (DFG). 


What effect has this had on our province? 


Northern Ireland’s Private Sector Housing is Deteriorating 


Private sector residential housing stock is now deteriorating which will get worse 


over the next few years unless renovation grant aid is reinstated. Northern 


Ireland towns are already showing signs of deterioration in relation to the 


number of unoccupied commercial property and undeveloped new 


house/apartment schemes.  Without private sector renovation grant aid 


deterioration will extend further into residential areas. 


Vulnerable home owners are being overlooked  


DFG Grants have been maintained for the disabled. However there are also 


vulnerable members of society who are not disabled such as the elderly, those 


on low income or those unemployed but who own their own home and are now 


living in increasingly deteriorating conditions.  Many with no savings or 


disposable income, meaning they have no means of renovating their home 


which in the long term will force them to seek social housing. 


Private finance is in short supply 


Private house owners cannot get Banks to provide funding to renovate their own 


property. However, our understanding is that Banks will lend for property 


renovations if the project is part funded by a NIHE renovation grant. Now that 


these are no longer available lenders are reluctant to fund renovation works.  


Indeed those requiring such grant aid would prefer to do without if it meant 


incorporating some form of loan. Grant Aid is what they need not a loan.! 
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The need is there and increasing 


The need for the continuation of renovation grant aid can be supported by the 


number of enquires the NIHE receive for such aid and recent NIHE reports on 


Northern Ireland Public and Private housing stock. 


Historically NIHE renovation grant aid includes works to upgrade all or part of the 


following: (Structural, Electrical, Plumbing, Kitchens, Toilets, Bathrooms, Roofing, 


Glazing, Flooring, Doors, Stairs, Damp proofing, Pathways, Sewage & Water ).  


Replacement Boiler Scheme 


Recent schemes such as the 2012-13 Boiler replacement scheme is all well and 


good but if the property also needs additional improvements such a insulation, , 


radiators, double glazing and associated renovations what is the point?. Any 


benefit to the housing energy efficiency is lost. A wider encompassing grant is 


required for the complete property not just replacing the boiler.     


Economical 


It is more cost effective to provide a private house owner (rates payer) with a 


basic (£10000) NIHE renovation grant, so they can remain in their own home, 


than having to supply the same person or family with a new Social housing 


home costing £100000 or more.  


Future Social & Health Policy  


If it is future health policy to encourage the population to remain in their own 


home into old age and introduce more care in the community then a suitable 


private home grants system must run in tandem to enable such to take place.  


The effect on the contractor  


For the last twenty years 1400 small/medium, primarily family based contractors 


have been on an approved Northern Ireland select list of “Warranted 


Contractors” to undertake NIHE renovation works.  This is now reduced to less 


than 900 with many ceasing to trade. 
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Effect of cuts to renovation grants: 


 


The Homeowner 


Private Housing deteriorating (those home owners with no income/savings) 


Increased dependency on Social Housing  


 


The negative effect on the Contractor 


Reduction in their level of work, affecting trading, reducing turnover. 


Reduction in the materials required from local Builders Merchants 


Reduction in employment of direct labour 


Reduction is apprenticeships 


Reduction in the employment of sub contractors 


Reduction in support of local communities (sponsorship etc) 


Reduction in skilled labourer (As many are seeking work abroad) 


 


Reinstate renovation grant work will have a positive effect: 


Allow Private Housing to be maintained to liveable standards 


Reduce the burden on Social Housing 


The positive effect on the Contractor 


Increase in the level of work, turnover and thus tax revenue 


Increase in the materials supporting local Builders Merchants 


Increase in employment of direct labour 


Increase in apprenticeships 


Increase in the employment of sub contractors 


Increase in support of local communities (sponsorship etc) 


Increase the number of skilled labourer staying the province 


 


The benefit of the NIHE Grants Offices 


The message we are receiving from the Northern Ireland Housing Executive 


grants offices is one of frustration.  The technical expertise they provide is not 


being utilised to the maximum and is in danger of being lost altogether. The 


good work they have undertaken over the past four decades will be undone if 


action is not taken to reinstate renovation grant work.  The NIHE grants offices 


have already absorbed a reduction in their grants offices from 13 to 6. These 


offices have a dedicated staff and specialist team of technicians, serving the 


province, to maintain housing in Northern Ireland.  These skills must not be 


wasted. 
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NIHE Computerisation 


Costing a considerable sum, in 2012 the NIHE had their new PSMS computer 


system installed tailor designed to manage the grants system in Northern Ireland 


and which should be fully utilised for the future. 


General Summary 


Housing is an important aspect of the future of Northern Ireland. However it is not 


just about the provision of new housing or new social housing it is also about the 


maintenance of existing housing, both public and private sector. Those who wish 


to live in their own private homes, but whose financial circumstances prevent 


them from property repairs/renovations, require assistance by way of grant aid. 


Without this, private sector housing affected, will simply deteriorate causing an 


increasing housing crisis as each year passes. 


Use of “Warranted Contractors” 


In addition to whatever proposals are considered for the future it is vital for 


consumer and government protection that the use of “Warranted Contractors” 


is maintained to ensure quality of workmanship is carried out to the highest level 


and that works are properly monitored and insured. The compulsory use of 


“Warranted Contractors” has eliminated the cowboy element within this sector 


and provides suitable safeguards should a dispute arise. 


Question: Do you agree the current system of grants should be deregulated and 


provision made for a more general power which would include grants and other 


forms of assistance. 


No we do not believe the system of grants should be deregulated. The Housing 


Executive grants offices have serviced the community successfully for the last 


twenty years. This by way of, experienced technical officers visiting grant 


applicants to access their property for eligibility. The Grants Offices 


administration staff being experienced and professional in dealing with 


customers issues. The Housing Executive grants offices staff have recently been 


trained in the new Grants offices PSMS computer system. This having been 


installed after considerable investment to administer a Grants system for the next 


twenty five years.   The Housing Executive grants offices have already absorbed 


cuts from thirteen processing offices to six but remain the correct structure, 


subject to fine tuning to administer and provide the necessary technical 


expertise to servicing future grant aid. 
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Question: Is the list of types of help that might be made available sufficient, or 


are there any other forms of assistance that should be included? 


It is our opinion that those seeking assistance are those of low income and 


vulnerable members of society who wish to remain in their own home but do not 


have the necessary savings/income to upkeep their own property. In these 


circumstances a loan is not what they are seeking. They require Grant aid 


without the additional baggage of financial burden tied to loans etc.  As stated 


previously it is in societies own interests and government policy to keep such 


home owners in their own home as long as possible without adding additional 


burden to social housings/nursing homes/ specialist care homes etc. 


Question: Do you agree the Disable facilities Grant should be retained as 


mandatory grant? 


Yes it is in society’s best interests to ensure those with disablements can live in 


their own home. Thus improving their own self esteem, independence and 


quality of life. While the alternative being more costly to society and 


government by way of specialist care homes etc. 


Question: Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish 


a scheme of assistance that has to be approved by the department? 


The Housing Executive Grants sector has a proven track record of systems which 


in our opinion simply needs fine tuned to incorporate the PSMS computer system 


and existing technical staffing. A new administering authority is not required. The 


existing one simply needs adapted to ensure efficient use of funds to maximise 


the amount of grant aid issued to society, whilst not incurring a large 


administrative budget to run. It is vital that the Grants sector remains under 


government control and independent of political and outside control or 


influence to ensure such funds are distributed efficiently and to the benefit of 


the province as a whole. 


Question: Do you agree with the proposed requirements in the scheme of 


assistance outlined above? Are there any other requirements you think should 


be in the scheme? 


Adapt and use the current Housing Executive Grants offices to administer the 


provision of grant aid for the future.  
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Question: Do you agree that the test of resources should be reviewed with a 


view to simplification? 


Yes we agree the current process needs refined to a more simplified process but 


ensuring transparency from the applicant to enable the grant authority to make 


the correct assessment of grant eligibility. Verification by an accountant by 


countersigning an application maybe a consideration to provide suitable future 


comfort to the grant authority.  


Overview 


1) Grants should be maintained but streamlined into two types. 1) Disability 


2) Other (Home Repairs assistance, Home repairs, Renovations, 


Replacement Landlords HMO,)   


2) The Housing Executive Grants Offices are the correct structure to 


administer the Grants system. Utilising the existing new PSMS 


computerisation and existing staffing/Technical expertise. 


3) Maintain the use of Warranted Contractors to undertake such works to 


provide protection to all  parties involved 


Our members are dedicated and continue to encourage excellence and 


provide honourable practice in the conduct of their business whilst maintaining 


high standards relative to their trade. 


 


We would welcome the opportunity of making a more formal representation to 


the full committee. 


 


Thank you for your consideration. 


 


 
 


Peter Wallace (Chief Executive C.I.G.S.) 


Other “warranted contractor” associations you may wish  to refer to: 


Building Guarantee 


Scheme 


143 Malone Road, 


Belfast.  


BT9 6SU  


 Federation Of Master 


Builders 


Unit 5 Forty 8 North,  


48 Duncrue Street, 


Belfast. BT3 9BJ 
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DHSSPS Response to DSD Consultation on Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Sector (January 2012).

General points 


1. The DSD/DHSSPS Interdepartmental Review of Housing Adaptations did not review operational detail in this sector as DSD had initiated a separate review on Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Sector in March 2010. The housing adaptations review was awaiting the outcome of this review, although the DSD/DHSSPS interdepartmental review did undertake a high level analysis of legislation and policy for private sector housing adaptations. 


2. Now that this consultation paper has been released in advance of the Interdepartmental Review of Housing Adaptations, we would recommend that specified and relevant recommendations from this review relating to housing adaptations for disabled people and associated repairs are now considered alongside the recommendations from the Interdepartmental Review of Housing Adaptations which is going out for public consultation Spring 2013.

3. Background: Cross Sector Needs Assessment

There are particular challenges for both departments in addressing the needs of older and disabled people in this sector.  

The NIHE House Condition Survey 2009 states that:

· 71% of people over 75 years of age live in owner occupied accommodation and there has been a slight rise in the number renting privately.

· The most vulnerable sections of society – the lone elderly, particularly those over 75 years of age the unemployed, people who were sick or had a disability were all found to in disproportionately high numbers in unfit dwellings.

· The types of properties that have category 1 hazards include:

Older dwellings built before1919 (36%) and between 1919 and 1944 (28%), headed by older heads of household 75 plus (23%).

· The number of people who are unemployed or permanently sick/disabled living in the private rented sector has grown from 22% in 2006 to 30% in 2009 the number living in (more accessible) social housing has decreased. 


· There is a greater reliance on the private rented sector than is previous years where people tend to be on lower incomes, living in often older less accessible housing.


· The current interagency Regional Disablement Services/NIHE Geographical Information Systems Mapping (RDS/GIS) data exchange on wheelchair users in Northern Ireland, indicates that between September 2011 and April 2012 there were 405 new wheelchair users living in inaccessible owner occupied housing representing 68.07% of all the new wheelchair users in housing need and 42 new wheelchair users living in inaccessible housing in the private rented sector (7.06%). In total 76% of all new wheelchair users in need (See appendix 1).

· There are a high number of recommendations for Disabled Facilities Grants (DFG) 1,300 in the 12 months to 31st October 2012 following HSC Trust Occupational Therapy assessment of need. The demand for HSC Trust provision of lifts, ceiling track hoists and minor adaptations and equipment in the private sector following occupational therapy needs assessment has been rising.

· In monitoring cross sector adaptation flows as part of the adaptations toolkit pilot NIHE grants report that of the 162 Occupational Therapy recommendations for DFG recommendations processed during the during the pilot  44 (26%) people have withdrawn form the DFG process due to financial reasons.

4. Maximising the outcome of investment


When targeting home repairs and improvements, priority should be considered for those interventions which not only address disrepair and unfitness which are important in their own right but also maximise positive public health and preventative outcomes for our population i.e. 


· Accident prevention 


Evidence of the effectiveness of housing adaptations regarding accident prevention is outlined in the Interdepartmental Review of Housing Adaptations and historically these interventions have also formed part of the DHSSPS accident prevention strategy which has recently been superseded by the DHSSPS Public Health Policy “Fit and Well”


Available at: www.dhsspsni.gov.uk/fit-and-well-short-version.pdf

 

· Keeping warm .- there is a significant relationship between poor home heating and insulation to hypothermia, respiratory and cardiovascular disease e.g. http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/subnational-health2/excess-winter-mortality-in-england-and-wales/2010-11--provisional--and-2009-10--final-/stb-ewm-2010-11.html (see page 12 in the Office of National Statistics report)


· Addressing dampness in housing – there is a relationship to respiratory and other illness. A range of studies are available on this issue e.g.  http://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/744420

Targeting government resources to these areas would maximise the benefits for vulnerable people and interface effectively with cross cutting departmental policies such as DHSSPS “Keeping Fit and Well” 2012-2022

DSD Proposal


3.2
The department proposes the current complex mix of grants should be deregulated and that in its place a more general power should be provided which would allow the statutory body to use a variety of means to bring about repair and improvement in private sector housing.


3.3
The types of help envisaged might be by way of: 


· a grant; 


· a loan;


· a loan guarantee or indemnity;


· providing materials or labour;


· incurring expenditure in other ways (such as paying a contractor to carry out work); or


· any combination of these.


Question: Do you agree the current system of grants should be deregulated and provision made for a more general power which would include grants and other forms of assistance? 

DHSSPS Response 


We note some of the criticisms of the current grant system and agree with the principle of improving flexibility in bringing about repair and improvement in private sector housing. 

It is proposed that duties are replaced by powers which are normally of a discretionary nature. As result of the economic downturn there has been significant reduction or complete loss of service provision throughout the UK where services are discretionary. 


In prioritising scarce resources we would strongly recommend an ongoing commitment to promoting the health and wellbeing of vulnerable people e.g. older/disabled people partly through the retention of a mandatory disabled facilities grant and ability to extend this to £50,000 in exceptional circumstances, and through the development of complimentary forms of financial and practical assistance as many people still withdraw from the DFG system for financial reasons. 

As the department responsible for public safety we would also advise that it is also essential that mandatory duties and appropriate resources are retained to address situations where there is serious disrepair or unfitness in housing which would pose a significant threat to a person’s health and safety. 

Question: Is the list of types of help that might be made available sufficient, or are there any other forms of assistance that should be included?

DHSSPS Response

The list of help is comprehensive; however there are a number of other forms of assistance which might be considered. 

1. Relocation grants

These are grants to address the costs of moving home where relocation would result in much less costly and disruptive adaptations. These grants have been used, sparingly, but often successfully by local authorities in England. http://www.brent.gov.uk/phservices.nsf/Pages/LBB-25

2. Handypersons services


These are services which can provide home repairs, insulation, safety equipment e.g. smoke detectors, simple handrails etc.


Northern Ireland is the only part of the UK which does not have a comprehensive handyperson service. There is potential to develop such services in consultation with the department of employment and learning and supporting people. A range of community and voluntary sector providers including home improvement agencies could be considered. However technical competence and safeguarding of vulnerable service recipients must be ensured.

See the National Evaluation of the Handyman programme: University of York Jan. 2012


Available at http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/housing/evaluationhandyperson.. 


3. A housing advisory service for older people in the private sector.


This forms a recommendation in the current DSD/DHSSPS interdepartmental review of housing adaptations which is soon to go out to consultation.


4. VAT exemptions – At present there is VAT relief on certain types of housing adaptations. Current VAT exemptions apply to certain types of housing adaptations but not others e.g. kitchens. Vat exemptions on all types of housing adaptations verified by an occupational therapy needs assessment could be considered (VAT law requires confirmation of disability) to ensure consistency. There is also a need to simplify the complex rules regarding VAT on disabled peoples goods and services and apply them consistently to major housing adaptations provision in all tenures.

HMRC Guidance on VAT exemptions for housing adaptations is available at:


http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/vat/sectors/builders/disabled.htm#1

See VAT and disabled people, the case for removing the barriers attached. 

5. Loans – Many current bank loans are very expensive and not an attractive option for older and disabled people on low incomes in this sector. There is a requirement to develop low or no interest loans such as those used by local authorities in England, Wales and Scotland which were introduced as a result of the Regulatory Reform (Housing Assistance) (England and Wales) Order 2002 and the Housing(Scotland) Act 2006. 

6. Incentivise private sector development: Consider ways of stimulating new build wheelchair standard housing. There is no new build wheelchair standard private sector housing in Northern Ireland.  Analysis of RDS/GIS trends highlights the potential market for this form of housing in the private sector. The Greater London Authority requires a 10% quota of new build housing to wheelchair standard across tenures. 

Proposal 

3.4 The Department proposes to retain the Disabled Facilities Grant as a mandatory grant where the conditions for receipt are met. Eligibility will continue to be tied to a determination of need by an occupational therapist. This will ensure that those who are disabled and need help to remain in their own homes will be able to do so.   

Question: Do you agree the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory grant?


DHSSPS Response 


Occupational Therapy Assessment of Need

The DHSSPS supports the assessment of need for housing adaptations by Occupational Therapists (OT’s) as this meets delegated statutory duties and adds value to the delivery of the overall DFG process. The Occupational Therapy service provides a functional assessment and verification of disability and coordinates a variety of appropriate cross sector resources to address assessed needs. Until 2006 applicants could apply to both the NIHE and HSC Trust for Occupational Therapy assessment simultaneously. Through cross sector policy agreement (JHASG) new arrangements were initiated whereby the applicant would apply to the HSC Trust first for OT assessment and the DFG process would be initiated following the OT assessment and confirmation of eligibility where a DFG was determined to be “necessary and appropriate”

The rationale for this policy change a few years ago was: 


1. To avoid early unrealistic expectations by clients that because they had applied for a disabled facility grant they would automatically receive an adaptation. This change has left more flexible option appraisals open for Occupational Therapy services operationally following assessment and facilitates the coordination of a range of cost effective resources to address assessed need such as reablement, use of portable assistive technology, HSC Trust provided lifts or minor works, DFG and where appropriate signposting other housing options.

2. Receipt of an Occupational Therapy recommendation now initiates the commencement of NIHE DFG delivery time monitoring. NIHE Grants performance statistics for overall delivery DFG times have improved as a result.

Retaining mandatory DFG’s


It is critical that the DFG is retained as a mandatory grant. All the evidence suggests that in a period of service retraction, discretionary funding is highly vulnerable. 


Any loss of the mandatory DFG (£13.1m 2011/12) would be most damaging for disabled people and their families in this sector. Generally speaking people who can afford to pay for adaptations do so, without applying for a DFG.

As regards alternatives to the DFG it should be noted a very high percentage of people who receive DFG are on income related benefits. There were 1,300 Disabled Facilities Grants processed in the year leading up to 31st October 2012 and 74% of these people were on income related benefits and another 11,4% with a nil contribution because there was a disabled child in the family. Most of the families with a disabled child would also be on income related benefits. It is clear that DFG applicants are less able to raise their own income to fund adaptations, particularly in the present, challenging economic climate. 

“The UK has a diverse population of 11 million disabled adults and 770,000 disabled children. Disabled people are more likely to live in poverty than non-disabled people and disabled people with children are at particular risk of poverty. Only 50% of disabled people of working age are in employment compared with 80% of non-disabled people. 

Disabled people of working age have incomes that are, on average, less than 50% of that earned by non-disabled people. Many disabled people may never be able to enter the labour market and will depend on benefits their whole lives. Yet, levels of benefit are inadequate. Incapacity benefit, which replaces earnings for people unable to work, is worth £4,082 a year. Take-up of disability benefits is also low, with only an estimated 40% to 60% of those eligible for disability living allowance actually claiming it.

Day-to-day living is more expensive for disabled people. Disabled people experience additional costs in most areas of everyday life, from specialist equipment to higher ongoing expenses for food, heating, transport and recreation. The weekly income of disabled people solely dependent on benefits is approximately £200 below the amount required for them to ensure an acceptable and equitable quality of life." 


Source:  Disability Alliance


Available at: http://www.taxationweb.co.uk/tax-articles/general/a-brief-guide-to-the-world-of-tax-for-disabled-people.html

The DFG also provides a legislative “safety net” for social housing tenants in the event of any significant reduction in funding for social housing adaptations. 


Difficulties utilising equity release to fund housing adaptations identified by Which and the Financial Services Ombudsman have been included in the Interdepartmental review of housing adaptations, although there is an ongoing need to research and develop complimentary financial products, which are suitable for older and disabled people. Issue which would arise if asset rich families used equity release on their property may include the loss of the family home for their children. In turn this will place greater pressures of social housing providers/private rented sector to address this unmet housing need. There would also be administrative and practical issues arising for people who sell their home to pay for long term care.

Proposal


3.5
To ensure focused support for repair and renewal the Department proposes that the administering authority will be required to publish a Scheme of Assistance periodically. The scheme will outline the authority’s strategy for carrying out repair and improvement and will demonstrate how it will integrate with other relevant policies and strategies such as regeneration, health and energy efficiency. It will also include detail of the circumstances under which the various forms of help will be available and how it might encourage asset rich homeowners to carry out their own repairs. This will also allow for different types of assistance according to area or circumstance. The scheme will be subject to departmental approval and the department will have the power to require a new or revised scheme at any time.  


Question: Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish a scheme of assistance that has to be approved by the department?


Question: Do you agree with the proposed requirements in the scheme of assistance, outlined above? Are there any other requirements you think should be in the scheme? 


DHSSPS Response


A published scheme of assistance would be welcomed, particularly one which relates to regeneration, health and energy efficiency, therefore supporting core cross departmental policy priorities. 

Proposal


3.6
The calculation of resources is complex to administer and can contribute to delays in the grants process. The Department proposes to carry out a review of the Housing Renewal Grants (Reduction of Grant) Regulations 2004, which contain the rules for calculating an applicant’s resources. A simplified calculation of resources would improve the process. 


DHSSPS Response


Simplifying the DFG means assessment process.


Future housing means assessment methodologies need to consider the additional costs of disability (see data above) and we would wish to harmonise means assessment methodologies between the HSC and Housing sectors to facilitate the coordination of statutory resources in the future.

 


The document below outlines current issues in the system for England.


DFG Allocation Methodology and Means Test final report: Feb 2011 Amended in 2006 http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/housing/dfgallocationmethodology

 


The NIHE Grant’s service has recently proposed that minor adaptations costing under £5,000 might be exempt from means testing and have developed a robust business case to support this change. Such a proposal would speed up the overall delivery time of adaptations services for disabled people and save on administrative costs. This would be welcomed by the DHSSPS. It is accepted that DSD approval would be required for such a proposal.


Methodology to determine the outcomes of housing adaptations investment 

In promoting strategic co-ordinated planning between the DSD and DHSSPS the principles of Housing Health and Safety Rating system developed the Building Research Establishment now offers a methodology where the health and societal costs of poor housing or indeed benefits to health and well being of positive housing investment can be calculated.

The recent research study into the health benefits of lifetime homes housing for example demonstrates the practical application of such a tool and highlights the contribution of well designed accessible housing to health and well being.


http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20120919132719/http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/corporate/pdf/2180745.pdf

This type of model could be used to measure the strategic outcome of private sector repair and improvement investment.


There is a requirement for Departments, NIHE Grants services and HSC Trusts to further develop agreed outcome measures in consultation with disabled people, to measure the effectiveness of housing adaptations investment.   

Preliminary research on such outcome measures is being explored through the GenHome Project at the University of York.

Available at: http://www.yorksj.ac.uk/genHOME/genHOME.aspx

Further research into the reasons why disabled people withdraw from the DFG process would be recommended to explore the types of financial or other reasons for this withdrawal. 

Appendix 1 


The table above highlights the fact that 76% of new wheelchair users in unmet housing need reside in either the owner occupier or private rented sector.

		5. The Tenure and geographical breakdown of New Wheelchair Users with inaccessible homes - see Map of 'New Wheelchair Users with inaccessible Homes (Sept 11 to Apr 12)'.



		

		

		

		

		

		



		

		Tenure

		No

		%

		

		



		

		HOUSING ASSOCIATION

		12

		2.02%

		

		



		

		NIHE

		117

		19.66%

		

		



		

		OTHER

		9

		1.51%

		

		



		

		PLEASE SPECIFY

		5

		0.84%

		

		



		

		PRIVATELY OWNED

		405

		68.07%

		

		



		

		PRIVATELY RENTED

		42

		7.06%

		

		



		

		RESIDENTIAL HOME

		1

		0.17%

		

		



		

		SHELTERED ACCOMMODATION

		2

		0.34%

		

		



		

		SUPPORTED HOUSING

		2

		0.34%

		

		



		

		Total

		595

		100.00%
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SDLP Consultation Response

Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Housing Sector

January 2013



SDLP welcome the opportunity to give feedback to the Department for Social Development on its review of support for repair and improvement in the private housing sector. We agree with the overarching proposal that a general repair grant should exist rather than many different types, namely because it will cut down on multiple applications which will be a much less complicated process for individuals. While we acknowledge change is needed and resources maybe freed up by a more simplistic streamlined process, we do have some concerns.



SDLP believe that all grant/loan applications should be kept within the Northern Ireland Housing Executive. While we acknowledge currently the NIHE is undergoing a period of review/reform, SDLP believe strongly that grants should remain within any new Housing Authority using the Housing Executive’s brand, ethos and with experienced staff.



The Department has sufficiently proposed support for repair and improvement in the private housing sector in many different forms, namely; grants, loans, loan guarantee/indemnity, providing material/labour or incurring expenditure in other ways such as having to pay a contractor to carry out the work. We welcome the fact that a combination of these support aids may be awarded and we are particularly pleased that the review has recommended that support may be awarded in the form or labour/material which better meet the particular needs of individuals.



SDLP is very supportive of the proposal to retain the Disabled Facilities Grant outside of the new grant framework. We feel that the protection of those with disabilities is paramount. Given the fact that those living with a disability will have different needs than those applying for repair and improvements in their homes, it makes sense to have separate application. SDLP believe that supporting individuals with complex needs to stay in their own homes by assisting with adaptions etc. should remain a priority for the Department in this area.



It is proposed that the administrative authority publishes a scheme of assistance periodically. The SDLP welcome this proposal and would recommend that such a scheme is approved by the Department in order to ensure that future support for repairs and improvements in private sector housing is continually monitored in order to ensure those most in need are assisted. It will also be useful as the Department will be able to integrate the scheme with other future relevant policies and strategies.

[bookmark: _GoBack]There are two areas the SDLP would like further consideration given to in this area. Firstly, while there is a focus placed on simplification of the application system in this consultation, there needs to be space to review how the new application process works in order to ensure that delays are avoided. This is fundamental especially in cases for disabled facilities grants, as delays in getting assistance for adaptations may limit the independence of individuals living with a disability and make life particularly difficult for some individuals. 



Finally, it is important to ensure that any form of support, going forward in this area, acknowledges that there are individuals and families that may be asset rich but may not be able to carry out their repairs as their finances may be tied up and they are cash poor. It is hoped that any scheme going forward, can account for these particular circumstances in order to ensure those most vulnerable can avail of assistance to improve their homes.



SDLP look forward to working with the Department in developing this new system in order to best support families in the private housing sector.
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The Landlord’s Association Northern Ireland (LANI) welcomes the opportunity 


to respond this Consultation Document Support for Repair and Improvement in 


Private Sector dated 31st October 2012. 


   


Grants to improve housing standards will be particularly important if government 


introduces new legislation in Northern Ireland to increase the standard of housing 


and to improve energy efficiency in existing housing stock.  Financial assistance is 


particularly important during this period of economic crisis. 


 


An empty homes action plan to bring vacant homes back into use should 


include the private sector and not just Housing Associations. LANI believes that it 


would be more economically viable for private landlords to bring these homes 


back into use for rental, especially where they are geographically dispersed. 


 


Question 3.3(1) 


Do you agree the current system of grants should be deregulated and provision 


made for a more general power which would include grants and other forms of 


assistance? 


 


LANI agrees the current system of grants should be deregulated and provision 


made for a more general power to include grants and other forms of assistance.   


The application for these should be simple and there should be prior warning to 


applicants if the budget is nearing an end.   


 


LANI notes the high costs incurred in administrating grants in NI and 


acknowledges such costs need to be reduced.  The simplification of the 


application system is absolutely necessary in the interest of efficiency and to 


speed up the grants process.   


 


Question 3.3(2) 


Is the list of types of help that might be made available sufficient, or are there 


any other forms of assistance that should be included? 
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With regard to the types of help listed in 3.3 of the Consultation document LANI 


considers that some of these forms of assistance are likely to incur increased 


administration costs such as providing material and labour. 


 


Clarification needs to be set out with regards to loans, including interest free 


loans.  LANI wishes to be consulted in detail where it might apply to Private 


Sector Landlords. 


 


Question 3.4 


Do you agree the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory 


grant? 


 


LANI agrees the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory 


grant.  This would enable disabled people to remain in their own homes and in 


some circumstances may relieve the need for disabled people to enter care 


homes which would obviously incur considerable additional costs and disruption. 


 


Question 3.5(1) 


Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish a 


scheme of assistance that has to be approved by the department? 


 


It is essential that the Department ensures that a scheme of assistance, set out in 


a clear and unambiguous manner, is made available to all who may require 


assistance. 


 


 


Question 3.5(2) 


Do you agree the proposed requirements in the scheme of assistance, 


outlined above?  Are there any other requirement you thin should be in the 


scheme? 


 


LANI does not think disabled people should have to pay for the changes to 


their own homes, where these changes do not enhance their property. 


Rather it is satisfying a need whilst being substantially less expensive that other 


means of care. 


 


With regards to empty properties, if a landlord is prepared to renovate one of 


these properties which will increase the available housing stock, he/she 


should receive a grant to do this without test of resources. 
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Do you agree that the test of resources should be reviewed with a view to 


simplification? 
 


LANI agrees the test of resources must be reviewed with a view to simplification. 


 


The members of LANI trust that the comments it has made will assist government in 


ensuring that a cost effective and robust solutions to these issues.  


 


Appendix 


 


The Landlords Association for Northern Ireland (LANI) is the largest 


organization of its kind representing landlords in the private rented sector in 


Northern Ireland. LANI promotes the highest standard in the practice of 


renting, managing and maintaining rented accommodation in the private 


sector.  


 


The members of LANI represent the entire spectrum of private rented 


accommodation. Members range from individuals with one or two rental 


properties to landlords with large portfolios, letting agents and estate agents 


who represent many landlords. The continuing growth in membership reflects 


the increased importance of the private rented sector in the Northern Ireland 


economy and the performance of landlords in Northern Ireland appears to 


be the best in the UK. Within the Association there is a wealth of experience in 


renting, maintaining and managing private rented accommodation and the 


above response to the consultation document is based upon that 


experience. 
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1. Housing Rights Service 
 
Housing Rights Service was established in 1964 and is the leading provider of independent specialist 


housing advice services in Northern Ireland. We work to achieve positive change by protecting and 


promoting the rights of people who are in housing need in Northern Ireland. Our policy work is 


based on the experience of our clients. Our services are delivered throughout Northern Ireland and 


focus on the key areas of preventing homelessness; accessing accommodation; and tackling 


affordability and poor housing conditions.  


 


2. Introduction 


 


Housing Rights Service welcomes the opportunity of responding to this initial review of the current 


means of support for addressing repair and improvement in the private housing sector. In this 


response, we will detail our views on why the current scheme is failing to adequately support repair 


and renewal, particularly in the private rented sector (PRS), and respond to the questions contained 


in the preliminary consultation paper. 


 


Much of our work involves advising on repair issues, particularly in the PRS. In 2011/12, Housing 


Rights Service recorded over 10,000 issues relating to the PRS. Issues relating to tenancy 


management were the most common problem received by our advice service (36%); followed by 


security of tenure (23%); fitness and disrepair (20%); and affordability (20%).  


 


This picture is confirmed by survey evidence, commissioned in 2009, by the Northern Ireland 


Housing Executive (NIHE) which shows nearly one quarter of sampled tenants in the PRS (24%) were 


dissatisfied with the way the landlord/agent dealt with repairs and maintenance issues. The most 


common reasons for dissatisfaction were that the landlord is slow to getting work done (50%) and 


the landlord did not respond to repairs and maintenance requests (39%).1 


 


In recent times the number of queries to our advice service about the Home Improvement Grants 


Scheme has been minimal. This is largely due to the better public awareness of the lack of public 


finance available to support delivery of the scheme and not because of the lack of need. In fact, our 


work with homeowners and tenants in debt shows that there is in fact more need for support with 


financing home repairs. Increased level of negative equity in Northern Ireland has meant the option 


for equity release to finance repairs is no longer available for many of our clients. Likewise many 


landlords are advising us of the financial difficulties they are facing which is resulting in less 


investment in property repairs or improvements.  


 


We are therefore encouraged that the Department is reviewing the current system which has 


become largely ineffective due to the discretionary nature of the scheme and lack of investment. 


Any new scheme will have to take into account the financial difficulties many owners are facing and 


the problems many experience in accessing and servicing loans. 


  


 


                                                           
1 NIHE. Living in the Private Rented Sector: The Experiences of Tenants, Report Four. (August 2009) 
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3. Context 


 


This review is opportune as, for the first time, the rate of unfitness in Northern Ireland’s housing 


stock has increased from 2.4 % in 2009 to 4.6 % in 2011,2 reflecting the lower levels of disposable 


income available to owners and occupiers for improvements and repairs and, we would argue, the 


dramatic reduction in grant aid, particularly discretionary grants, made available by government in 


the private housing sector. In the context of stringent financial constraints, grants expenditure has 


focussed increasingly on mandatory Disabled Facilities Grants and Repair Grants rather than 


Renovation, Home Repair and Replacement Grants.  NIHE has drawn attention to this first increase 


in the rate of unfitness in owner-occupied stock ever recorded by House Condition Surveys in 


Northern Ireland and has warned: 


“There can be little doubt that part of the explanation for this is the very considerable 


reduction in the availability of grants designed to address unfitness and major disrepair since 


2008/09.”3 


As the consultation paper alludes to, four-fifths (80%) of all unfit properties are vacant and this issue 


will be hopefully considered by the forthcoming DSD empty homes strategy. NIHE estimates that 


around 2,500 homes become unfit every year (even at previous investment levels) and believes that 


on-going investment in housing maintenance and improvement has to be supported and continued.   


 


HRS therefore welcomes the policy attention now being given to repairs and improvement in the 


private housing market. The private housing sector is important to the smooth functioning of the 


housing market as a whole and the rented sector, in particular, is becoming a greater source of 


accommodation for those unable to access or sustain tenancies in the social housing sector.  


However, as the consultation paper makes clear, there has been a drastic reduction of 56% in grant 


expenditure since 2009 (from £45m to £19.6m in 2011/12)4which the Department warns “may 


worsen over the short to medium term”.5  


 


We believe it is important to highlight the very real problems that exist in regard to the condition 


and quality of housing in the private housing sector because of this cutback in funding. In our view, 


needs to allocate adequate resources to assist people on low incomes with repairs, adaptations and 


improvements to their homes and restore the value of grants expenditure to at least the 2009 level 


(£45m). Without the provision of such additional resources, levels of disrepair and unfitness will 


increase with negative consequences for the health and well-being of occupiers as well the condition 


of the overall housing stock. As the consultation paper states “….even minor disrepair, if left, can 


eventually lead to unfitness.  It is therefore important that a new approach is proactive in tackling 


disrepair before it deteriorates into unfitness.”6  It is not clear how such a new approach can 


effectively tackle disrepair unless the existing budget of approximately £20m is substantially 


increased and ring-fenced for use by the administering authority for repairs, improvements and 


adaptations. 


                                                           
2NIHE Northern Ireland Housing Market Review & Perspectives 2012-2015, Pg 47  
3 Ibid. Pg66 
4 DSD Consultation on Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Housing sector. (October 2012). Pg6 
5 Ibid Pg6 
6 Ibid. Pg6 
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The 2009 Audit Commission report Building Better Lives recognised that repair and improvement 


work is at least as valuable as building new homes. The report found that: “Well-targeted spending 


on the existing housing stock can also yield financial benefits. Every £1 spent on providing housing 


support for vulnerable people can save nearly £2 in reduced costs of health services, tenancy failure, 


crime and residential care. Spending between £2,000 and £20,000 on adaptations that enable an 


elderly person to remain in their own home can save £6,000 per year in care costs”.7 


In addition we believe it is important to translate the government’s carbon reduction and fuel 


poverty targets into targets for the repair and improvement of private housing and to establish a 


robust baseline against which progress can be measured.  We would have welcomed a consideration 


in the consultation paper of the main repair and improvement measures needed in the sector, the 


key priority areas, obstacles likely to be faced, and the technical assistance required together with 


an assessment of the investment required over an appropriate timescale. There is an absence of 


considerations in the consultation paper relating to thermal comfort and the financial incentives 


available for landlords in certain circumstances where they install energy efficiency measures. We 


note for example in the private sector, the DSD’s Warm Homes Scheme, which supports both owner 


occupiers and private landlords in the provision of insulation and heating measures to improve 


energy efficiency, invested more than £10m during 2010/11.  


Successive House Condition Surveys have confirmed the positive role that home improvement 


grants have played in improving the condition of Northern Ireland’s owner occupied stock – 


particularly in rural areas.  However, the consultation paper pays scant reference to the particular 


needs of the rural private housing sector. According to the 2011 House Condition Survey 49.1% of 


PRS properties are in fuel poverty compared to 39.7% in social housing and 40.6% in owner 


occupation. Unfitness levels in rural housing are much higher than for urban locations with isolated 


rural areas recording unfitness levels of 14.4% compared an average of 2.7% in urban areas.8  


We also believe it is vital that greater powers should be given to public authorities to intervene and 


make good repairs that otherwise would go undone.  We welcome the Department’s intention to 


consult on the future direction of a new scheme of assistance “to help homeowners and tenants 


with a repairing obligation” however we would have welcomed a discussion in the consultation 


paper of what constitutes a ‘repairing obligation’ for owners, private landlords and tenants as these 


differ for each of these constituencies and are not always clearly defined in legislation or practice – 


an issue we will consider later in relation to the PRS. 


 


There is also a need to differentiate between what constitutes a repair, an improvement and an 


adaptation.  In regard to the latter, we are surprised there is no reference in the consultation paper 


to the deliberations of the DSD/DHSSPS Inter-Departmental Review of Housing Adaptations which 


we understand will shortly make recommendations on the future funding of private sector housing 


adaptations and the demand for such services.  It is important to recognise the demographic factors 


that will impact on the demand for adaptations given the greater projected needs of older people 


and disabled children and the legacy of the conflict in NI (with over 50,000 people injured as a 


                                                           
7 Audit Commission. Building Better Lives. Getting the best from strategic housing. (August 2009).Pg3 
8 Source NIHE (December 2012). 
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consequence).  We believe there are nearly 1,000 more wheelchair users in NI compared to 5 years 


ago and 50,000 requests from OTs per annum for adaptations.9 


 


It is also important to factor into this review the impact of continuing disrepair issues – both 


internally and externally – which not only affect housing conditions for occupiers but also the quality 


of the external environment within the local community. It is therefore essential that any review of 


repair and improvement schemes in the private housing sector takes into account potential impacts 


on local communities, including health and other public expenditure considerations. 


 


Private sector grants have proven in the past to be effective tools in tacking housing unfitness. 


Without these grants, we risk a further deterioration in housing conditions. Housing Rights Service 


believes that DSD should consider a wider range of measures, supported by increased public 


expenditure, to ensure that conditions in the PRS are not allowed to deteriorate. If we do not tackle 


conditions through providing an adequate budget for private sector grants, the consequences are 


likely to result in increased pressure for social housing and increased housing unfitness.  Although 


the default repairing obligations for landlords and tenants are set out in Articles 6-12 of the Private 


Tenancies (NI) Order 2006, much confusion would appear to exist in regard to how these are 


interpreted, particularly for example in regard to common areas in shared accommodation; the 


maintenance of gardens, hedges and boundary walls/fences; and the removal of graffiti.  


One issue which is not referred to in the consultation paper is the dramatic reduction in the number 


of grants provided for Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs). Only 3 were approved in 2011/12, 


compared to 146 in 2006/07 (a reduction of 98%)10and this issue could be considered by the 


Department in its consideration of the consultation exercise Fundamental Review of the Regulation 


of Houses in Multiple Occupation, launched in June 2012. For example, the Department has 


specifically consulted on whether there should be a provision providing for a reasonable standard of 


external decorative condition in a HMO. The Department will be aware that, under Article 7 of the 


Private Tenancies (NI) Order 2006 (landlords’ duties to repair), there is a responsibility on landlords 


to repair the structure and exterior of their properties, including maintaining the exterior paintwork 


in a reasonable condition. Difficulties have been encountered in enforcing these provisions and the 


Department, in our view, should consider how to support such a provision as part of this review. 


4. Responses to Consultation Questions 


In this section we detail our responses to the questions contained in the consultation paper. 


Question 1: Do you agree the current system of support for repair and improvement in the private 


housing sector should be deregulated and provision made for a more general power which would 


include grants and other forms of assistance?  


Housing Rights Service is in general agreement with the proposition to simplify support 


arrangements for repair and improvement and to provide for more flexible forms of assistance 


which meet the particular needs of applicants. The current scheme is overly complex involving at 


least seven different grants with their own rules and procedures, making it expensive to administer.  


                                                           
9 Information supplied by NIHE (November 2012) 
10 Ibid 
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The consultation paper helpfully summarises the position in other jurisdictions including England 


and Wales, where in 2002 central government deregulated grants and allowed for greater autonomy 


by local authorities in tackling repair and renewal in the private housing sector.   


The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has published research on the impact of this regime, 


‘Implementing new powers for private sector housing renewal ‘which revealed a number of issues 


which are pertinent for this consultation. 11 The key findings from this research were: 


 There is a major contrast between the expectations of the policy reforms of central 


government and the capacity of local authorities to deliver renewal programmes. 


 The initial policy changes made by local housing authorities were characterised by the 


introduction of a variety of new types of grant aid which more effectively address local 


housing problems. 


 Engaging with private lenders to attract private finance and develop a portfolio of affordable 


loan products has been extremely difficult to achieve. 


 The major thrust in private sector housing renewal has been in the area of energy-efficiency. 


 There are demonstrable advantages arising from efforts to achieve greater co-ordination 


between energy-efficiency/fuel poverty programmes and housing renewal programmes. 


Energy-efficiency and fuel poverty programmes also need to be more effectively targeted on 


vulnerable households than they have in the past. 


 A firmer commitment is required from central Government to private sector housing 


renewal in order to improve the housing conditions of vulnerable households in ‘non-


decent’ homes in the private sector and to prevent the further deterioration of the older 


private sector housing stock more generally. 


 More effective engagement between the private rented sector and both local and central 


government and a concerted effort to improve the quality of management practice and the 


maintenance and repair of the private rented stock. 


We believe the Department should carefully consider the above findings, particularly in regards to 


improving the quality of landlord management of repair practices and targeting related energy-


efficiency and fuel poverty programmes on vulnerable households. The DCLG ended funding for 


private sector renewal work with effect from March 2011 and this is not a position which we believe 


the Department should adopt in Northern Ireland.   


Question 2: Is the list of types of help that might be made available sufficient, or are there any 


other forms of assistance that should be included?  


We note that the types of help, as envisaged by the Department in the consultation paper, could be 
provided in the form of:  
 


 a grant 


 a loan 


 a loan guarantee or indemnity 


 providing materials or labour 


 incurring expenditure in other ways (such as paying a contractor to carry out work); or 


                                                           
11


 http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/implementing-new-powers-private-sector-housing-renewal 
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 any combination of these. 
 


Housing Rights Service is keen to support the development of innovative, new approaches that bring 


about tangible improvements for repair and improvement programmes.  


Question 3: Do you agree the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory grant? 


HRS believes that the mandatory scheme should be retained, modernised and better publicised. We 


believe there should be a clear statement of values in relation to meeting the needs of disabled 


people and their carers in the grants scheme.  


Question 4: Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish a scheme of 


assistance that has to be approved by the department? 


Question 5: Do you agree with the proposed requirements in the scheme of assistance, outlined 


above? Are there any other requirements you think should be in the scheme?  


Our response to both of these questions is as follows: 


We believe the publication of a scheme of assistance by the administering authority would be a 


useful initiative. The proposed scheme should detail the administering authority’s strategy for 


carrying out repair and improvement and how it will link with other strategies such as regeneration, 


health care, thermal comfort and energy efficiency, for example. We welcome the Department’s 


intention to consult on the future direction of a new scheme of assistance “to help homeowners and 


tenants with a repairing obligation”. We would also welcome further discussion on what constitutes 


a ‘repairing obligation’ for owners, private landlords and tenants. We would also welcome 


clarification on where the responsibility rests if faults are uncovered in regard to a scheme of works. 


We believe the administering authority should intervene in such disputes and work to ensure that 


contractors rectify faults. Tenants and homeowners should also be entitled to compensation when 


the contractor fails to complete qualifying repairs within the prescribed period (as in the case under 


the Right to Repair scheme). 


Question 6: Do you agree that the test of resources should be reviewed with a view to 


simplification?      


Housing Rights Service is supportive of the need to simply the calculation of resources but will 


reserve detailed commentary on this proposal until the Department publishes its review of the 


Housing Renewal Grants (Reduction of Grant) Regulations 2004. The current application of the 


resources test is based on Housing Benefit which will be replaced (along with other means-tested 


benefits) by Universal Credit arrangements in 2013.  We would refer the Department to the DCLG 


publication of the BRE report12 which considered means testing arrangements for DFGs. The report 


found that the current system is complex and costly to administer, penalising those with higher 


housing costs and creating work disincentives. BRE considered options for modifying the assessment 


including the removal of means testing for all works costing less than £6,000 and the use of actual 


housing costs. 


 


                                                           
12 DCLG. Disabled Facilities Grant allocation methodology and means test (2011) 
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5. Equality considerations 


Housing Survey data shows that women, older people and people from an ethnic and minority 


background are over-represented in non-decent private sector homes13, so it is reasonable to 


assume that a similar situation pertains in Northern Ireland. Any decision to reduce or change 


existing repair and improvement grant schemes in this sector could mean that these groups would 


be disproportionally affected and should be examined in an EQIA. 


6. Conclusion 


In conclusion, we look forward to reviewing the detailed proposals for a new scheme of support for 


repair and improvement in the private housing sector. We will be pleased to provide additional 


information in support of this response. 


For further information contact: 


Peter O’Neill   
Policy & Participation Officer 
 
Email: peteroneill@housingrights.org.uk   
Tel: 028 90245640 
 


 


 


January 2013 


                                                           
13DCLG. Spending Review 2010. Equality Impact Assessment: Funding for Private Sector Renewal (2010) 
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The Response of the Construction Employers Federation (CEF) to the Consultation on Reviewing Support for the Repair and Improvement in the Private Housing Sector



30 January 2013



1. Introduction 



The Construction Employers Federation (CEF) is the certified representative body for the construction industry in Northern Ireland.  The organisation has over 1000 member companies ranging from micro businesses employing a handful of people to the largest construction employers in Northern Ireland.  In total, CEF member companies account for over 70% of construction output.



The construction industry is one of the largest industrial sectors in Northern Ireland.  Its economic impact is far reaching as every £1 invested in construction generates £2.84 in the wider economy.  It is therefore essential to have an effective organisation to be the ‘voice of the construction industry’.  CEF fulfils that role.



CEF represents the industry’s views across a wide range of issues including procurement, planning, infrastructure investment, housing, the environment, training, health and safety and employment.



The Federation has two standing Committees which focus entirely on housing issues, namely the Private Housing Committee and the Social Housing Committee.



In 1987 the Federation established the Building Guarantee Scheme Ltd (BGS) to provide customers in Northern Ireland with an extensive list of quality checked builders who can offer an insurance backed guarantee on all works registered with the scheme.



BGS is registered by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) as a recognised warranted builders scheme. The scheme was last approved on 6 February 2012 for a three year period ending 31 January 2015. 



BGS plays an important role in ensuring that builders undertaking NIHE grant work meet certain quality standards and that the customer is protected should something go wrong.



CEF welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Consultation on Reviewing Support for the Repair and Improvement in the Private Housing Sector.

















2. The Case for Change



CEF agrees with DSD that the current scheme for supporting repair and improvement in the private housing sector is no longer fit for purpose. We believe that the current scheme is:

(i) Overly complex

(ii) Too costly to administer

(iii) Insufficiently co-ordinated with other Government policies and initiatives

(iv) Failing to adequately address the levels of disrepair

(v) Too narrow in remit

(vi) Failing to maximise the improvement to private housing stock for the limited public funding available 



3. Issues Raised in the Consultation



(i) Flexibility



CEF supports a more flexible approach to supporting repair and improvement in the private housing sector. Indeed CEF believes that the policy should focus on reducing the levels of disrepair and targets for reduction should be set. 



There is clearly a need for more investment in our existing private housing stock. CEF believes steps need to be taken to encourage/incentivise property owners to use their own funds to invest in their property.



In our response to the Draft Housing Strategy CEF suggested connecting the rates paid on a property to its energy performance. The benefit of this particular approach is that existing homeowners would be incentivised to improve the energy performance of their house.



When improving the energy performance it is likely that many homeowners would take the opportunity to address other areas of disrepair.





(ii) Restructuring of NIHE



Since the publication of this consultation the Minister has announced a major restructuring of the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE). CEF seeks clarity on what body will be responsible for providing support for repair and improvement in private housing in the future.





(iii) Administration costs



It is clear that the new systems to support repair and improvement in the private housing sector need to result in a substantial reduction in administration costs. 



CEF believes that the cost of administration should be an important factor in deciding what forms of support are provided in the future. A target should be set for administration costs as a percentage of financial assistance provided to home owners.





(iv) Disabled facilities grant



CEF believes that there should continue to be financial support made available to help those who are disabled to remain in their own homes. The continuation of the Mandatory Disabled Facilities Grant will achieve this objective. 



It is important however that the DFG is reviewed to ensure that its administration is efficient and that it integrates with the other elements of support that will be available.





(v) Scheme of assistance



CEF supports the regular publication of a Scheme of Assistance.





(vi) Interim measures



CEF requests that the Department keep us informed of any proposed interim measures regarding loans or advice. 





(vii) Integration with other policies and other construction works



CEF believes it is absolutely essential that this policy is not considered in isolation. For example, the policy needs to take into consideration the NI Executive’s commitments to improve the energy performance of the existing housing stock and to bring empty homes back into use. The policy must also feed in to the overall Housing Strategy.



The practicalities of undertaking construction works must also be taken into consideration. For example if one building contractor undertakes similar works on similar properties within a small geographical area there are benefits to be gained in terms of economies of scale and expertise.



Equally when a householder is getting works undertaken it often makes sense to upgrade other parts of the building at the same time. Not only can this result in costs savings but can also limit disruption. 



The co-ordination of repair, renewal and energy performance improvements to private homes is a key issue to be addressed.





(viii) Upholding standards of building works financially supported by public funds



CEF believes building works that receive some element of publicly funded financial support should only be delivered by quality approved builders. CEF believes the current quality checks provided by BGS and similar organisations works well, however we would be happy to discuss in detail the best way of ensuring delivery of the highest quality.





(ix) Economic importance of using public funds to encourage private investment in housing



Over the next few years the economic outlook for Northern Ireland is fairly bleak. In light of this there is an economic imperative to take all reasonable steps to encourage investment in our private housing stock. Every £1 invested in construction generates £2.84 in the wider economy. Investment in housing will result in jobs in the construction sector and beyond. In the medium to long term, improved housing delivers well documented social, economic and environmental benefits.



In considering the future development of this policy area we would encourage DSD to consider how public funding could be used to lever in individual private funding or other forms of private funding to support the improvements to private housing.





Conclusion



CEF welcomes this early consultation. We believe that a meeting between DSD and CEF on the issues raised in this consultation and in our response would prove beneficial to the development of the detailed policy.





Contact



Ciarán Fox

Federation Manager

Construction Employers Federation (CEF)

143 Malone Road

Belfast

BT9 6SU



e: CFox@cefni.co.uk



t: 028 9087 7143































image1.jpeg

CONSTRUCTION
EMPLOYERS
FEDERATION







image14.emf
reviewing support  for repair and improvement in private sector housing.doc


reviewing support for repair and improvement in private sector housing.doc
[image: image1.jpg]





Consultation on Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Sector Housing

Department for Social Development

Disability Action Response


January 2013

INTRODUCTION

Disability Action is a pioneering Northern Ireland charity working with and for people with disabilities.  We work with our members to provide information, training, transport awareness programmes and representation for people regardless of their disability; whether that is physical, mental, sensory, and hidden or learning disability. 

As a campaigning body, we work to bring about positive change to the social, economic and cultural life of people with disabilities and consequently our entire community.  


Disability Action welcomes this opportunity to respond to the Department for Social Development Consultation on Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Sector Housing.  For convenience this response will follow the layout of the Strategy document and will quote page numbers where possible.

Principal Comments

Disability Action strongly supports and encourages the retention of the Disabled Facilities Grant as a mandatory grant.  

The Disabled Facilities Grant is essential to enable people with disabilities, older people and those who have experienced a life changing event to continue to live in their own home.  Each grant application is of enormous relevance to the individual(s) concerned; their only other option in many cases is to live in a property which does not suit their needs and results in greater hardship. 

The Disabled Facilities Grant is already means tested so that those who can contribute to the adaptations they require are made to do so.  The grant rarely covers the full cost of the adaptations so that households are already required to make a financial contribution even if the means test does not require a formal contribution in part.  The Department needs to commit to a continuation of the Disabled Facilities Grant in the private sector (owner occupied and rented) and to the provision of adaptations to those living in social housing.


GENERAL COMMENTS 

Test of Resources (page 2 para 2.1)  


The methodology for the test of resources is based upon Housing Benefit legislation which is subject to Welfare Reform – what influence might this have upon the future methodology for this assessment?  Disability Action has responded in depth in respect of our concerns regarding Welfare Reform to the Department and we refer you to two documents; “Briefing Paper for Social Development Committee – Welfare Reform Bill Call for Evidence. October 2012” and “Consultation on Facing the Future: Housing Strategy for Northern Ireland.  Department for Social Development.  Disability Action Response. December 2012”.  

State of Repair (page 5 para 2.9 to 2.10)

The suggestion of a new approach in tackling disrepair before it deteriorates into unfitness should not disadvantage those in greatest need.  People with disabilities are twice as likely to be unemployed as non disabled people, if a householder cannot afford the upkeep of maintenance or avail of private finance their home is more likely to fall into disrepair.

Criticisms of Current System (page 8 para 2.18)


The document does not explain the source(s) of this commentary.  Disability Action does not believe that the suggestion that grants “do not encourage personal responsibility” is a fair reflection upon applicants for financial assistance to enable adaptations to accommodate a change in personal need as a result of disability or other life changing event and to enable the individual to remain in their own home.

What does the following comment mean? “the focus on physical improvements is one dimensional with little scope for integration with wider government objectives”.


Types of Help Envisaged (page 10 para 3.3)  

The document sets out six options which could potentially replace the current format of grant aid.  It is unclear how this will be less complicated or burdensome to administer.


Test of Resources (page 11 para 3.6) 

Disability Action will welcome that the test of resources become less time consuming but stress that the simplification of the process should not disadvantage applicants who have disabilities.


CONCLUSION


Disability Action welcomes this opportunity to respond to the Department for Social Development Consultation on Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Sector Housing.  

   .  
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REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR



Consultation Response from Lisburn City Council Environmental Services (Donal McLaughlin)

To.- Claire Merron

Housing Division

Housing Markets and Supply

Department for Social Development

2nd Floor, Lighthouse Building

Gasworks Business Park

Ormeau Road

Belfast  

BT7 2JB

Tel: (028) 90829259 or 90829260 	Fax:(028) 90829343

 Email: housing.policy@dsdni.gov.uk



REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR:



Lisburn City Council welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Department’s review of support for repair and improvement in the private housing sector. This Council has worked in partnership with the Northern Ireland Housing Executive Grants Department for many years in connection with the renovation and repair grant programmes.

The Council would agree that the focus on physical improvement is one-dimensional which will not always integrate with wider government objectives such as health inequalities and regeneration. Any revised system to support repair and improvement in the private rented sector should be integrated with evidence based health outcomes to ensure resources are being appropriately targeted. The Council advocates the adoption of the Health and Safety Rating system as a tool for assessing suitability of homes and identifying those hazards that could directly affect the occupant’s heath.  This system can identify risks as diverse as excess cold, falls and carbon monoxide. 



The Council would welcome any proposals which could assist in the regeneration of neglected areas, particularly in relation to empty homes. Empty homes can blight communities and  become a burden on Council’s limited resources due to anti-social behaviour .







Question1:

Do you agree the current system of grants should be deregulated and provision made for a more general power which would include grants and other forms of assistance?

The Council welcomes a review of the current grants system and recognises the need for a flexible and targeted system of support for repair and improvement in the private rented sector. It is vital however that those in the community who are most vulnerable or on low incomes can access the form of assistance they need. 

The Council would be interested to see how the Department’s deregulation proposals will work in Northern Ireland .Local Authorities in the rest of the UK are the statutory housing provider, have responsibility for planning and regeneration , are the grant provider and have the autonomy to target renewal looking at local factors. Many local authorities in England and Wales have a close working relationship with their local Primary Care Trust (PTC) and use support for repair and improvement in homes as a health improvement tool.









Question2 :

Is the list of types of help that might be available sufficient, or are there any other forms of assistance that should be included?

The Council advocate the adoption of schemes, which already exist in the rest of the UK, for example a Rapid Response Adaptations programme, handy man schemes and care and repair schemes. An emergency repair grant could be made available in exceptional circumstance where an imminent risk to health and personal safety has been identified. Any scheme of assistance must include advice to help all householders make informed choices about the options available to them for home improvement and adaptations. Specific support must be provided throughout the process to the most vulnerable in the community. 

The Council would welcome the introduction of targeted empty homes initiatives. Empty homes can become a blight on the community, attracting anti-social behaviour. Bringing empty homes back into use can be a sustainable solution to the lack of housing supply in Northern Ireland. Local communities can be involved in these initiatives and can assist regeneration of neglected areas.



Question 3:

Do you agree with the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory grant?

The Council agrees with this proposal. The Disabled Facilities grant is an extremely important form of assistance to allow people to remain in their own homes. The Department should also be considering other measures, which allow elderly people to remain in their own home. Measures such as handy person scheme and care and repair schemes have demonstrated that a preventative, holistic approach to support independence can provide cost savings to the health budget. These schemes should be carried out in partnership with the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety.



Question 4:

Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish a scheme of assistance that has to be approved by the department?

The Council agrees that the Department needs to provide a more focused programme for repair and renewal and should allow for different types of assistance to allow for differing local  priorities or personal circumstances. The scheme should be published to ensure transparency and be accountable to the Department.







Question 5:

Do you agree with the proposed requirements in the scheme of assistance, outlined above? Are there any other requirements you think should be in the scheme?



The Council supports the view that the scheme should integrate with other relevant policies and strategies such as regeneration, health and energy efficiency. The Council advocated the adoption of the Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) as a standard to assess housing conditions. This assessment tool looks at how the occupant lives in the home and identifies the hazards likely to affect their health or cause harm.  The HHSRS is used as an assessment tool for local authorities and Primary Health Care Trust for a healthy homes programmes. This focuses funding for the private rented sector   for properties, which represent the highest category of hazard, and reduces the burden on the health service. The system can identify hazards such as excess cold, protection against accidents and risk of exposure to carbon monoxide.

The Council has worked in partnership with the Northern Ireland Housing Executive assisting in the administration of Repair Grants through the Public Health Notice mandatory grant. 

Undoubtedly this grant has greatly improved conditions in the privately rented sector and has addressed many health related issues for tenants within a relatively short timescale from the initial complaint without an overburdening administration process. 

We would, however, still be concerned that there is no grant that will target areas of high deprivation and conditions that could endanger the personal safety of the tenant.





Question 6:

Do you agree that the test of resources should be reviewed with a view to simplification?

The Council welcomes any proposal which simplifies a complex system and reduces delays in the grants process.
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Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private 


Housing Sector 
 


Response from the College of Occupational Therapists 
 
Introduction:  
  
The College of Occupational Therapists is pleased to provide a response to the consultation on 
Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Housing Sector which has been 
completed with the assistance of members in Northern Ireland 
 
The College of Occupational Therapists is the professional body for occupational therapists and 
represents over 29,000 occupational therapists, support workers and students from across the 
United Kingdom of whom about 900 are in Northern Ireland.  Occupational therapists work in 
Trusts, across health and social care services, they deliver services across  housing, schools, 
prisons, the voluntary and independent sectors, and vocational and employment rehabilitation 
services.  
  
Occupational therapists are regulated by the Health and Care Professions Council, and work 
with people of all ages with a wide range of occupational problems resulting from physical, 
mental, social or developmental difficulties.  
    
Occupational therapists carry the statutory delegated duty, on behalf of Chief Executives in 
Trusts* in Northern Ireland for recommendations for housing adaptations for people with 
disabilities. (*Health and Social Care Trusts have a statutory duty to assess the needs of 
disabled people, including their housing needs.) Housing adaptations can range in complexity 
and cost, from relatively minor, e.g. additional stair rail, to major works, such as ground floor 
extensions involving significant structural changes to existing properties. Occupational 
therapists also make provision for housing adaptations in a range of sectors. 
    
 


Comments: 
 
Question: Do you agree the current system of grants should be deregulated and 
provision made for a more general power which would include grants and other forms of 
assistance?  
 
The College would like to see the retention of two core areas, the mandatory Disabled Facilities 
Grant and statutory duties where there is serious disrepair/ health and safety issues. We are 
concerned a general power rather than a duty may mean that provision may end up as 
discretionary and so adversely affect those most in need. The repair and renovation aspect of 
the grant is no longer implemented due to lack of funding and we feel that if reinstated, this 
would be sound economic sense and would result in an improvement to available housing 
stock. 
 
 
Question: Is the list of types of help that might be made available sufficient, or are there 
any other forms of assistance that should be included? 
  
The College of Occupational Therapists believe that housing plays a very significant role in 
health and well being and that any changes made should support the Public Health strategy “Fit 
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and Well”. Following a preventative agenda in terms of help available, could help support this 
e.g.  


 ensuring homes are assessed and recommendations (or advice /adaptations) are 
carried out to help prevent accidents in the home (linking and helping with „falls 
prevention‟); 


 ensuring homes are well insulated and warm especially for older and vulnerable people 
and that there is no dampness;  


 considering projection of needs at an early stage, such as when a child is diagnosed 
with muscular dystrophy; or supporting good dementia friendly design which can support 
the independence of people with dementia, through appropriate adaptations at home, 
particularly those which enhance the reduction of noise, provide access to safe outside 
space, and enhanced visual access to things which older people need, like ease of 
finding the toilet or bathroom. 


 
It is recognised that any future care services will focus on providing care to keep people at 
home, however this must take into account the suitability of the person‟s accommodation for 
their long-term care needs.  This may require an occupational therapy assessment for 
equipment, minor or major adaptations, falls risk, manual handling issues, space to 
accommodate hoists, hospital bed etc. Other issues are the training of the family/carers and 
support staff.  There must be adequate resources for housing adaptations and equipment to 
help people to remain in their own homes for longer should they wish. This will also reduce the 
burden on residential care provision.  
 
Studies show that many home modifications and social service interventions are cost-effective 
when compared to residential care.  (Northern Ireland Assembly 2011)  
 
To support care at home robust commissioning for the planning and procurement of HSC 
provided adaptations such as lifts, minor adaptations and tracking hoists is required. 
   
 
Question: Do you agree the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory 
grant? 
It is the College of Occupational Therapists‟ view that the Disabled Facilities Grant should be 
retained as mandatory and this could be complimented by new financial products for people 
who pull out of the DFG system because they cannot afford to progress their adaptations for 
various financial reasons. The College agrees that eligibility should continue to be tied to a 
determination of need by an occupational therapist. The contribution HSC provision of lifts, 
minor adaptations and assistive technology makes for clients in the private sector is extremely 
important and should also be acknowledged. We are informed by members the number of 
clients who withdraw from the grant system because it is deemed they are not eligible for grant 
aid due to financial reasons is significant. 
  
 
Question: Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish a 
scheme of assistance that has to be approved by the department? 
The College agrees that it will be beneficial as the scheme will outline the authority‟s strategy for 
carrying out repair and improvement and will demonstrate how it will integrate with other 
relevant policies and strategies such as regeneration, health and energy efficiency. We are 
concerned however that encouraging asset rich homeowners to carry out their own repairs may 
result in work not being carried out where it is needed. Being asset rich and cash poor in 
Northern Ireland, especially in the context of land ownership can mean that some people 
(especially older people) would not do the required work. It is not clear as to what is meant by. 
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“The scheme will be subject to departmental approval and the department will have the power to 
require a new or revised scheme at any time.” (Para, 1, page 11) 
  
 
Question: Do you agree with the proposed requirements in the scheme of assistance. 
Are there any other requirements you think should be in the scheme?  
The Homelessness strategy and use of abandoned or empty properties could be considered as 
well as the Lifetime Homes standard which is a set of 16 design criteria that provide a model for 
building accessible and adaptable homes. The College understands these do not apply in the 
private sector but this is likely to be recommended in the interdepartmental review which is due 
to go to consultation soon. Lifetime Homes can significantly reduce future expenditure on major 
adaptations.   
 
Demographical change in Northern Ireland shows an increasingly aging population with a 
growing number of wheelchair users living in inaccessible properties. There is evidence to show 
that for those who have been newly provided with wheelchairs the need for improving 
accessibility of homes is paramount. 
 
A study has shown that during a 6 week period, 810 referrals were made to the Regional 
Disablement Service (RDS) in Musgrave Park, Belfast following occupational therapy 
assessment.  New wheelchair users made up 352 of this number and 59.9 %( 211) of them it 
was found were living in inaccessible dwellings across different tenure (such as Housing 
Associations, Nursing Homes etc).  Of this number of new wheelchair users living in 
inaccessible homes/accommodation, 138 lived in privately owned properties and 14 in privately 
rented accommodation which meant that 72% of all the inaccessible dwellings of these new 
wheelchair users were in the private sector. (O Brien P., 2012)   
 
There is no new build wheelchair standard housing being built in the private sector so needs 
can only be met through housing adaptations/HSC inter-floor lifts. Given the future projections 
for health and social care in Northern Ireland with people living longer and the increase in 
chronic conditions and likelihood of wheelchair users to increase across the ages, the College 
would suggest some future proof planning regarding how homes are built is necessary. 
Presently there clearly needs to be some recommendations linked to „lifetime homes‟. There is 
also a need to lobby/negotiate with the building industry to consider incentives to build some 
housing to wheelchair standard in the private sector or look at solutions which will ultimately 
reduce costs by reducing the need for adaptations. 
  
 
Question: Do you agree that the test of resources should be reviewed with a view to 
simplification? 
The College agrees there should be simplification of the process and there should be a wider 
range of appropriate solutions. The current system lends itself to widespread confusion with 
requests to the occupational therapy service for help to complete the forms which they cannot 
do.  Having to get a copy of the house deeds also can prove problematic for some clients. The 
grants service previously had advisors to help with form completion but this has been withdrawn 
for several years resulting in forms not being completed and in some cases shelved. People 
sometimes have to wait for months only to be told they would not be eligible for grant aid due to 
financial reasons. 
  
 
Question: It is expected that the changes being proposed in this document will not 
practically affect any Section 75 category adversely. The Department has undertaken an 
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initial Section 75 screening exercise and invites consultees’ comments on any equality 
impact that may arise. 
Older or disabled people will be adversely affected if there is not equitable support to have 
suitable accessible accommodation and if there is any element of discretion in decision making 
used which may vary across Northern Ireland 
 
References: 
Northern Ireland Assembly (2011): Preventative Spending ( Paper 10/11)NIAR 1911 Northern 
Ireland Assembly, Research and Library Service Research Paper. Northern Ireland Assembly 
Research and Library Services.  Available at: 
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/researchandlibrary/publications2011.htm Accessed on 15.01.13.   
 
O Brien P.,(2012) Presentation given to the conference of the Irish Association of Rehabilitation 
Medicine HSC Regional Disablement Service, NIHE Geographical Information System Project 
2006-2012,Forecasting the need for wheelchair standard housing in Northern Ireland Housing 
Executive/Regional Housing Authority 
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		 Mr Nigel McMahon

Chief Environmental Health Officer

(Name of Unit)
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Claire Merron

Housing Division

Level 2, Lighthouse Building

1 Cromac Avenue

BELFAST

BT7 2 JA





		Room C.3.19 Castle Buildings

Stormont, Belfast  BT4 3SQ



Tel:  (028) 9052 0552

Fax: (028) 9052 0551

Email: nigel.mcmahon@dhsspsni.gov.uk



Your Ref:	     

Our Ref:	     

Date:  18th February 2013



	     













Dear Claire



CONSULATION – REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR



As discussed and with apologies for not replying within the consultation deadline, I would offer the following comments.



I would support DSD’s proposal to reform the system of grants for supporting repair and improvement in the private housing sector and in particular the proposal to deregulate and introduce a more flexible system.



Changes to the system of grants for supporting repair and improvement in the private housing sector could provide an opportunity to help address a particular problem relating to the levels of lead in drinking water in some older houses.



Lead is a cumulative poison that affects the nervous system and can affect some aspects of child development. Lead in drinking water supplies arises because of leaching from old lead pipe work and fittings. In implementing an EU requirement, The Water Supply (Water Quality) Regulations (NI) 2007, as amended in 2012 and 2011, include a provision for the permissible level of lead in drinking water to reduce from 25µg/l to 10µg/l on 25th December 2013. 



To date, NI Water has employed an orthophosphate treatment strategy which aims to modify lead services and customer property pipework, by the addition of orthophosphoric acid at the treatment stage.  This treatment encourages the formation of a coating that reduces the ability for the lead in older lead pipes to dissolve into the drinking water. NI Water monitors lead in drinking water, at the customer tap, and aims to comply with the existing standard of 25µg/l and the new standard of 10µg/l. Customers are currently informed of exceedences of the regulatory 25µg/l limit. It is assumed that this will be extended to customers where sample results exceed the 10µg/l limit after December 2013.



NI Water currently replaces lead service pipes that are encountered through the water mains rehabilitation programme. If a customer writes to NI Water stating that they have replaced lead pipework within their property, NI Water replace the lead service up to the boundary of the property. 



It is unlikely that compliance with the new reduced lead standard will be achieved universally using the current available treatment and modification options. In addition, orthophosphoric acid treatment of the supply is considered to be unsustainable and too costly in the longer term. House-holders are often unwilling to replace lead pipework within their properties due to the cost and disruption of carrying out the work. This may be particularly the case where the house-hold income is low.



The review of support for repair and improvement in the private housing sector would appear to provide an opportunity for this issue to be specifically targeted within the reformed system of grants, or for the proposed deregulation flexibilities to be designed in a such a way as to allow grant aided repairs to be carried out in eligible homes where old domestic lead pipework is found to exist. 

[bookmark: Text19]     

Yours sincerely









NIGEL McMAHON











Copy Distribution



Dr Elizabeth Mitchell

Seamus Camplisson

Karen Simpson

Lynsey Lauder
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You forwarded this message on 23/01/2013 07:42.

From: Liam.Mcternon@downdc.gov.uk. Sent: Tue 22/01/2013 1
Tor Housing, Policy
«
Subject  Down District Coundil Response to the Consultation “Reviewing Support for Repair and Improvement in the Private Housing Sector”
ATTENTION OF CLAIRE MERRON

'Down District Council at its meeting on the 14 January 2013 considered the Department for Social Development's
‘consutation tiled * Reviewing Support For Repair And Improvement In The Private Housing Sector’

Council supports the recommendations as detailed in the consultation document and asks the Department to include a review
of the method of payment for such repairs and improvements to ensure these are both efficient, effective and less complex.
Council also asks for the grant's available under the present scheme to be gradually phased out in favour of loans

Regards,

Liam McLemon
Equality & Policy Officer

Down District Council
Downshire Civic Centre
Downshire Estate
Ardglass Road
Downpatrick

BT30 6RA

Tele: (028) 4461 0807
Fax: (026) 4461 0801

‘This message contains information from Down District Council which may be privileged and confidential. The information is intended to be for the use of the individuals or entity named above. If you are not the intended recipient, be aware that any disclosure,
copying, distribution or use of the contents of this information is prohibited.
If you have received this electronic message in error, please nofify me by telephone or by e-mail to abuse@downdc gov uk immediately.

Down District Council has moved.
Our new address is:
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RE: CONSULTATIVE DOCUMENT: REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR

Thank you for your letter dated 31 October 2012 and the opportunity to provide comment on REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR 


NI Water has considered the consultative document and would offer the following comments:

1 NI Water supports the Department’s proposal to reform the system of grants for supporting repair and improvement in the private housing sector. 

2 NI Water provides drinking water to c 786,000  homes in Northern Ireland. Drinking water quality in NI is generally very good and is extensively monitored through the collection and analysis of samples by NI Water and regulated by the Drinking Water Inspectorate.  Results are assessed against a set of regulatory standards. However lead is an  on-going issue that needs careful management. This review provides an ideal opportunity for DSD to positively impact on lead levels in drinking water supplies and security of supply during future freeze thaw events through the introduction of grants and other assistance.

3 Lead is a cumulative poison that affects the nervous system and can affect some aspects of child development (both size and intelligence). Lead in drinking water supplies arises because of leaching from old lead pipe work and fittings. Lead pipe work was routinely used in the plumbing systems and for the service pipes connecting the properties to water mains up to the mid 1970s (it was seldom used for the actual water mains).  The standard for lead will reduce from the current level of 25µg/l to 10µg/l at the end of December 2013. For further information refer to the supporting information provided in the Annex.

4 NI Water, in a similar way to many GB water companies, has implemented a treatment strategy to reduce the plumbosolvency of water supplies (how readily they dissolve lead) by dosing with a corrosion inhibitor (most commonly orthophosphate). This has been very successful in reduced lead levels in drinking water, however there are still some properties in NI where the lead levels will be above the new limit. 

5 Each property on ‘mains supply’ is typically connected to NI Water’s water distribution water main by a pipe that it known as the ‘service pipe’. This has two parts: the part from the water main to the boundary of the property is owned by NI Water and is called the ‘communication pipe’. The second part from the boundary of the property into the property is called the ‘supply pipe’, and is owned by the property owner. During water mains refurbishment programmes NI Water  opportunistically replaces any lead connection pipes that were connected to the main being replaced, and advises the customer that it is likely that their supply pipe is made from lead and promotes that it, plus any internal lead plumbing, should be replaced by them. In addition where a customer has replaced lead supply pipe  NI Water will replace the communication pipe.  

· Where possible NI Water promotes replacement of lead pipe work in customer properties However consumers often do not perceive lead in drinking water to be a problem (as it cannot be seen, tasted or smelt) so are therefore reluctant to take expensive (and disruptive) action themselves. This is particularly the case when household income is low, and there are possibly other more pressing priorities.

· There are particular problems when NI Water carries out a mains refurbishment programme in housing estates with privately owned houses, previously owned by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE). The properties on these estates were often connected to the water mains by shared service pipes. It is typical that within these estates a number of the properties have been purchased by private landlords for letting, or by owner occupiers. In these estates when NI Water replaces the lead communication pipes, NIHE will replace the lead supply pipes to their properties, hence the NIHE tenants benefit from improved water quality. However as it is the responsibility of private owners to replace their own supply pipes; despite NI Water promotion, only a fraction of these are replaced. Often this means that these continue to be fed by lead supply pipes that have reduced flushing (as the NIHE properties have been removed from the shared service pipe), therefor increasing lead concentrations at the tap. 

6 NI Water believes that a grant scheme, which is easily used and does not differentiate on affordability, would increase the likelihood of customer replacements and therefore assist in protecting the health of children and young adults, who are particularly vulnerable with respect to lead in drinking water. 

7 A secondary benefit would be that these supply pipes could be placed at the correct regulation depth, significantly reducing their vulnerability to future freeze thaw events. Whilst in some locations NI Water’s mains ran dry due to the large number of bursts (The Utility Regulators report determined that 80% of losses were from bursts on the customers side) analysis also confirmed that significant number of shallow service pipes froze during the December 2010 Freeze Thaw event. Therefore in the majority of locations where NI Waters mains were full, the customers with frozen supply pipes were unable to have this most essential service until their pipe had thawed, of if it had also burst, been repaired. 

8 Following the Dec 2010/Jan 2011 Freeze/Thaw event NIW carried out an in depth analysis, and report, of information collated by NIW staff and also by NIHE, NI Housing Association (NIHA) and NI Fire & Rescue Services regarding problems experienced by the general public.  Although most of the information was gleaned from the public sector housing, it is believed that the problems experienced were replicated in the private housing sector.  The report highlighted that in addition to the issue of supply pipes not being at the correct regulation depth, a large number of water related defects were experienced with the water supply pipes within the properties, especially in the roofspaces, kitchens and bathrooms.  

 Although it is appears that roof spaces in both NIHE and NIHA properties tend to be well insulated, there is an issue that water supply pipes within private properties may also require adequate insulating and protection from freezing.   It is believed that some customers suffered from water related defects as they could not afford to adequately heat the living quarters of the dwelling.  Hence water supply pipes which were unlagged in the roofspace, kitchen, bathroom and even hallway froze.

9 NI Water therefore asks that this important public health issue, of adequate depth of water supply pipes outside properties and adequate lagging and insulating of water supply pipes within properties, be given careful consideration in the review of support for repair and improvement in the private sector. 

10 NI Water has asked (June 2012) that DRD’s Water Policy Division (WPD) consider this issue when developing the DRD Social & Environmental Guidance for Water & Sewerage Services for the period 2015 to 2021 (the draft of which is due to be published on 1 March 2013) and the DRD Long Term Water Strategy (the draft of which is to be published on 1 June 2013). 

11 NI Water would welcome the opportunity to discuss these important issues and this proposal with DSD and DRD WPD at a meeting before the end of January 2013. 

NI Water Responses to Specific Consultation Questions


Question: Do you agree the current system of grants should be deregulated and provision made for a more general power which would include grants and other forms of assistance? 

Yes – specifically in relation to assistance to replace lead supply pipes and lead internal plumbings and water fittings, the relaying of water supply pipes at correct regulation depth and the adequate lagging of water supply pipes in unheated areas of properties such as roofspaces (and even kitchens, bathrooms and hallways)

Question: Is the list of types of help that might be made available sufficient, or are there any other forms of assistance that should be included? 

There any other forms of assistance that should possibly be included to deal with the lead issue. The types of help may need to extend to carrying out surveys to detect lead, and then arranging for a contractor to carry out lead pipe replacement (not just paying the contractor). This is because the replacement of pipes can be complex for a lay person to manage. Consideration should be given to how this is done when NI Water is working on a mains refurbishment programme in housing estate built by NIHE as discussed earlier. 

Question: Do you agree the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory grant? 

Yes

Question: Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish a scheme of assistance that has to be approved by the department? 

Yes

Question: Do you agree with the proposed requirements in the scheme of assistance, outlined above? 

No – please refer to previous text on the lead drinking water quality standard and the depth of service pipes to prevent freezing.  

Are there any other requirements you think should be in the scheme? Please refer to previous text on the lead drinking water quality standard and the depth of service pipes to prevent freezing

Question: Do you agree that the test of resources should be reviewed with a view to simplification?     

Yes 

We hope that this response is of assistance. NI Water would welcome the opportunity to discuss these important issues and this proposal with DSD and DRD Water Policy Division at a meeting before the end of Jan 2013, so that this could help inform the development of DRD’s Social & Environmental Guidance for Water & Sewerage Services for the period 2015 to 2021, the draft of which is due to be published on 1 March 2013. 

Yours sincerely,


[image: image1.emf]

Dymphna Gallagher

Head of Safety, Quality and Compliance 

CC Paddy Brow, NI Water Head of Asset Strategy (ref PC15 planning


Michael Kelly, NI Water, Asset Performance Manager (ref depth of service pipes)


Stuart Wightman, DRD Water Policy Division (ref DRD S&E Guidance and LTWS)


Annex – Extract from CIWEM Website webpage ‘Lead in Drinking Water’ (copied 04/12/12)


http://www.ciwem.org/knowledge-networks/panels/water-supply--quality/lead-in-drinking-water.aspx

Context


Lead is a cumulative poison that affects the nervous system and can retard some aspects of child development (both size and intelligence). The World Health Organization, in its booklet on Childhood Lead Poisoning (WHO, 2010) has drawn attention to:
(i) recent research that indicates that lead is associated with neurobehavioural damage at blood levels of 5 µg/dl and even lower (hitherto, 10 µg/dl has been considered to be the trigger for concern);
(ii) there appears to be no threshold level below which lead causes no injury to the developing human brain;
(iii) an increase in blood lead level from < 1 to 10 µg/dl has been associated with an IQ loss of 6 points; and
(iv) further IQ losses of between 2.5 and 5 have been associated with an increase in blood level over the range 10 to 20 µg/dl.


The potential link with lead in drinking water is considered important (IWA, 2011) and an average concentration of lead in drinking water of 20 µg/l has been associated with a blood lead concentration of between 10 and 15 µg/dl, in generalised terms, although specific impacts from lead in drinking water will depend on individual consumption patterns and age. The Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives re-evaluated lead in June 2010 and withdrew the provisional tolerable weekly intake guideline value for lead on the grounds that it was inadequate to protect against IQ loss. This guideline value had been used as a basis for determining WHO's guideline value for lead in drinking water of 10 µg/l. It is therefore possible that WHO may lower its guideline value for drinking water in the future.  For the time being, WHO (2011) has retained its guideline value of 10 µg/l for lead in drinking water, but as a provisional guideline on the basis of achievability.


Lead pipes were used up to the 1980s both for connecting a property to the water supply main and for internal plumbing, due to lead's strength, malleable nature and resistance to corrosion. In the UK, about 40% of properties are supplied via a lead pipe. Elsewhere in Europe, the estimated percentage of properties supplied by lead pipe-work varies from <5 to 50 per cent.


Although the rate of corrosion of the internal lead pipe wall is very small, lead dissolution into drinking water can very occasionally still reach concentrations of several milligrams per litre (parts per million), way in excess of the concentrations considered to be safe for regular ingestion (parts per billion). Lead pipes are, by far, the commonest source of lead in drinking water.  There is no lead in the water suppliers' distribution network, as the materials used for water mains are iron, plastic or asbestos cement. Short-term contributions are possible from some pipe-work fittings (particularly brass) and from the galvanic (electro-chemical) corrosion of lead-containing solders (which are now prohibited for use in drinking water systems) used to join copper pipes. The lead that dissolves mostly remains in solution but contact with iron corrosion deposits from old iron mains can result in the lead being converted to a particulate form.


As the extent of the problem of lead in drinking water has become clearer, standards for drinking water have been tightened and much attention is being given to the recently implemented standards that derive from the European Drinking Water Directive of 1998. Such standards do not differentiate between the soluble and particulate forms of lead. 


A standard of 25 µg/l has applied since December 2003 at the point of use by the consumer (commonly regarded as the kitchen sink tap).  Although this standard is expressed as a weekly average concentration, it has been implemented more stringently in the UK as a maximum concentration because of the way compliance samples are obtained (through random day time samples of the first litre of water that issues from the tap when the sampler visits, taken from randomly selected properties). This standard tightens to 10 µg/l in December 2013 although the UK Government has already required some corrective measures to be taken in an attempt to achieve the tighter standard much sooner, as far as it is practicable to do so. 


Pipe replacement

The ultimate solution to the lead in drinking water problem would, very simply, be to replace all the lead pipes (water suppliers and property owners), but this is not without a range of problems:


· In many cases, the ownership of the lead piping is split between the water supplier and the property owner, complicating legal aspects


· Consumers do not perceive lead in drinking water to be a problem (as it cannot be seen, tasted or smelt) so are therefore reluctant to take expensive (and disruptive) action themselves.


· The cost of replacing lead pipes is high - for example, the cost of replacing all lead pipes in the UK has been estimated at between £8 billion and £10 billion.


· The density of properties with lead piping can be as high as 75% in many towns and cities, and any concerted replacement programme would cause considerable disruption to road users and property owners.


· A question also arises: is it acceptable to simply leave old lead pipes in the ground or should they be removed and disposed of properly?


The long-term aim must be to replace all lead pipes.  However, it will be necessary to recognise the deep reluctance of many property owners to replace their pipes (due to the inherent cost, disruption and inconvenience). Consideration should be given to new regulations that would require a dwelling to be certified as lead pipe free at the time of its sale or letting; this would take 25 or more years to be fully effective, but costs would be spread (water companies would be required to replace their lead pipes at the same time). It is appropriate that replacement of lead pipes in buildings used by the public (eg. hospitals, schools, offices) should be enforced by regulations, over a shorter, albeit realistic timescale.  In appropriate circumstances, grant aid may need to be available.


Particularly in small and very small water supply systems, lead pipe replacement may be preferred as the strategic means for achieving compliance. However, benefits will be limited if a water supplier replaces its part of the lead connection pipe but the property owner does not replace his/her part of the connection pipe and internal plumbing. Indeed, lead concentrations can increase in such circumstances, at least in the short term.  The opportunistic replacement of lead connection pipes by water companies, for example during mains refurbishment programmes, should be considered carefully as part of a routine risk assessment and any perceived risks should be mitigated.  Water suppliers should continue to take active steps in their area to prevent the use by plumbers of lead-containing solders in drinking water systems and should actively promote the use of brass fittings that have a lead content no higher than 0.25% in recognition of a recent tightening of the definition of "lead-free" in the US. For small and very small privately owned water supplies, total lead pipe replacement should be pursued by the regulatory agencies. In such cases, any problems with lead in drinking water will be amplified when water quality is poor and inadequately treated.


Northern Ireland Water 



Westland House



Old Westland Road



Belfast 



BT14 6TE







Tel: 028 90 354813 Ex 31124



www.niwater.com



                                                               











Northern Ireland Water is a trademark of Northern Ireland Water Limited, incorporated in Northern Ireland, 
Registered Number NI054463
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COUNCIL RESPONSE



DEPARTMENT FOR SOCIAL DEVELOPMENTCONSULTATION ON REVIEWING SUPPORT FOR REPAIR AND IMPROVEMENT IN THE PRIVATE HOUSING SECTOR



The Council welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Department’s review of support for repair and improvement in the private housing sector. The Council has worked in partnership with the Northern Ireland Housing Executive Grants Department for many years in connection with the renovation and repair grant programmes.

The Council would agree that the focus on physical improvement is one-dimensional which will not always integrate with wider government objectives such as health inequalities and regeneration. Any revised system to support repair and improvement in the private rented sector should be integrated with evidence based health outcomes to ensure resources are being appropriately targeted. The Council advocates the adoption of the Health and Safety Rating system as a tool for assessing suitability of homes and identifying those hazards that could directly affect the occupant’s heath.  This system can identify risks as diverse as excess cold, falls and carbon monoxide. 

The Council would welcome any proposals which could assist in the regeneration of neglected areas, particularly in relation to empty homes. Empty homes can blight communities and become a burden on Council’s limited resources due to anti-social behaviour .



Question1

Do you agree the current system of grants should be deregulated and provision made for a more general power which would include grants and other forms of assistance?

The Council welcomes a review of the current grants system and recognises the need for a flexible and targeted system of support for repair and improvement in the private rented sector. It is vital however that those in the community who are most vulnerable or on low incomes can access the form of assistance they need. 

The Council would be interested to see how the Department’s deregulation proposals will work in Northern Ireland. Local Authorities in the rest of the UK are the statutory housing provider, have responsibility for planning and regeneration, are the grant provider and have the autonomy to target renewal looking at local factors. Many local authorities in England and Wales have a close working relationship with their local Primary Care Trust (PTC) and use support for repair and improvement in homes as a health improvement tool.









Question 2 

Is the list of types of help that might be available sufficient, or are there any other forms of assistance that should be included?

The Council would advocate the adoption of schemes, which already exist in the rest of the UK, for example a Rapid Response Adaptations programme, handy man schemes and care and repair schemes. An emergency repair grant could be made available in exceptional circumstance where an imminent risk to health and personal safety has been identified, including to tenants whose homes had been affected adversely by flooding. Any scheme of assistance must include advice to help all householders make informed choices about the options available to them for home improvement and adaptations. Specific support must be provided throughout the process to the most vulnerable in the community. 

The Council would welcome the introduction of targeted empty homes initiatives. Empty homes can become a blight on the community, attracting anti-social behaviour. Bringing empty homes back into use can be a sustainable solution to the lack of housing supply in Northern Ireland. Local communities can be involved in these initiatives and can assist regeneration of neglected areas.



Question 3

Do you agree with the Disabled Facilities Grant should be retained as a mandatory grant?

The Council agrees with this proposal. The Disabled Facilities grant is an extremely important form of assistance to allow people to remain in their own homes. The Department should also be considering other measures, which allow elderly people to remain in their own home. Measures such as handy person scheme and care and repair schemes have demonstrated that a preventative, holistic approach to support independence can provide cost savings to the health budget. These schemes should be carried out in partnership with the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety.



Question 4

Do you agree the administering authority should be required to publish a scheme of assistance that has to be approved by the department?

The Council agrees that the Department needs to provide a more focused programme for repair and renewal and should allow for different types of assistance to allow for differing local priorities or personal circumstances. The scheme should be published to ensure transparency and be accountable to the Department.







Question 5

Do you agree with the proposed requirements in the scheme of assistance, outlined above? Are there any other requirements you think should be in the scheme?



The Council supports the view that the scheme should integrate with other relevant policies and strategies such as regeneration, health and energy efficiency. The Council advocated the adoption of the Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) as a standard to assess housing conditions. This assessment tool looks at how the occupant lives in the home and identifies the hazards likely to affect their health or cause harm.  The HHSRS is used as an assessment tool for local authorities and Primary Health Care Trust for a healthy homes programmes. This focuses funding for the private rented sector   for properties, which represent the highest category of hazard, and reduces the burden on the health service. The system can identify hazards  such as excess cold, protection against accidents and risk of exposure to carbon monoxide.

The Council has worked in partnership with the Northern Ireland Housing Executive assisting in the administration of Repair Grants through the Public Health Notice mandatory grant. Undoubtedly this grant has greatly improved conditions in the privately rented sector, however the Council would welcome a review of this grant’s criteria. This grant is not mean tested and there is nothing to prevent to landlord selling the property as soon as he/she receives the grant. In addition, this grant does not necessarily target areas of high deprivation and conditions that could endanger the personal safety of the tenant.



Question 6

Do you agree that the test of resources should be reviewed with a view to simplification?

The Council welcomes any proposal which simplifies a complex system and reduces delays in the grants process.














