
  
8th June 2015  
 
Regulatory Framework for NI Consultation  
Social Housing Reform Programme  
Ground Floor Lighthouse Building 
Gasworks Business Park  
Belfast BT2 7JB  
 
Dear Sir/Madam  
 
Re: Social Housing Reform Programme, Regulatory Framework for 
Northern Ireland Strategy  
 
I refer to the above and am pleased to offer some comments and 
observations as a contribution to the current consultation on the Proposals for 
a New Regulatory Framework for Social Housing Providers in NI presented as 
part of the Social Housing Reform Programme.  
 
As you are aware, Supporting Communities NI (SCNI) is an independent 
charitable organisation which champions tenant and community participation 
by developing groups, supporting active citizenship and building cohesive 
communities. At the same time, and in partnership with the NI Housing 
Executive, SCNI supports and facilitates the Housing Community Network, 
(the most important element of tenant participation established in Northern 
Ireland to date) which was formed in response to the need for housing and 
related policies to be developed with and on behalf of local communities. 
SCNI works with the Housing Executive, Housing Associations and other 
organizations in housing and related matters and has played the leading role 
in promoting, developing and supporting tenant participation in Northern 
Ireland over the last 30 years.  
 
SCNI has a proven track record of promoting and supporting tenant and 
community involvement in housing policy and developing and improving 
housing services in the public sector. In addition we have piloted such 
activities as tenant led inspection, mystery shopping of housing services and 
tenant scrutiny and is pleased to continue to support engagement between 
the committee and local communities through the Housing Community 
Network.  
 
The views and observations contained in this response are informed by this 
experience; the views are further supported by a number of research and 
information exercises undertaken in recent years with members of the 



Housing Community Network discussing the role and future of tenant and 
resident participation in the delivery of housing services.  
 
SCNI has also partnered Departmental officials in engaging with tenant’s 
representatives through the Housing Community Network in discussing the 
key elements of the Social Housing Reform Programme with particular 
emphasis on the Draft Tenant Participation Strategy. We have welcomed the 
approach taken by the Department in the promotion of tenant participation to 
date and we would support developing that involvement in any proposed new 
regulatory structure for social housing in Northern Ireland.  
 
SCNI takes the view that a regulatory framework should be sufficiently 
rigorous and robust and transparent to ensure the confidence of stakeholders, 
tenants and investors in the provider. At the same time, the involvement of 
tenants in the Regulatory body should be regarded as essential; similarly, 
tenants must be involved in the scrutiny and performance measurement of the 
services provided by housing associations. SCNI would be keen to continue 
supporting the development of that involvement.  
 
We further welcome this consultation as it presents the wider community to 
properly and fully consider standards and performance of all social sector 
landlords since the expansion of the voluntary sector in general needs 
housing provision since 1999. We hope to continue to facilitate and support 
engagement between the Department and tenants and stakeholders as this 
process develops.  
 
I hope you find these and the attached comments useful to the ongoing 
consideration.  
 
Yours faithfully,  
For SUPPORTING COMMUNITIES NI  
Murray Watt  
Policy and Information Officer  
 
  



A Regulatory Framework for Northern Ireland  
Comments from SCNI May 2015  
 
Background  
 
We note with interest the reasons advanced by the Department for the 
introduction of a regulatory framework for all social housing in Northern 
Ireland and would offer a few supporting and additional points which might 
add weight to the case for the type of framework which might ultimately been 
put in place. It is important that the regulation and service standards should 
apply to all social housing and, in line with our comments on the previous 
consultation on a Tenant Participation Strategy, the tenant should be put at 
the heart of the regulatory function.  
 
We agree that it is important that the investment made in social housing is 
given adequate protection but also that tenants and stakeholders are secured 
against the potential of housing market or housing association failure. It is 
also important to ensure that the social rented sector, incorporating housing 
association and Housing Executive stock, continues to provide adequate 
supplies of affordable accommodation for those who need it; a regulatory 
framework should have this as a primary purpose.  
 
The current consultation, and indeed the Social Housing Reform Programme 
in the main, provides us with the opportunity to fully and properly consider and 
agree the standards which should apply, not just in terms of the governance 
of landlord structures but also in the services they provide. We recognize that 
demands for affordable social housing is going to continue to increase and as 
such it is important that in the first instance tenants are involved in setting 
standards and also in regulating performance.  
 
It is further anticipated that housing associations will have a greater role in 
long-term neighbourhood management, renewal and regeneration, certainly 
more so than has been the case to date. It is therefore essential that the wider 
community has confidence in such organizations and their regulatory structure 
that they are able to undertake wider and more diverse roles and activities.  
 
Regulation; the Case for Change  
 
In terms of the consultation, SCNI believes that the case for change has been 
well made and in particular in the shift in emphasis from an inspection and 
compliance regime to one which focuses more on outcomes. Since the 
publication of ‘Building on Success’ in 1999 and the assumption of the social 
housing new-build programme by housing associations, the number of 
tenants to whom the voluntary sector provides services has grown 
significantly. At the same time the voluntary housing sector has changed in 
terms of its shape and size; it continues to shift and change with recent 
mergers of associations into larger organizations managing increasingly 
diverse stock portfolios. It is in the context of a more diverse, mature and 
expanded voluntary sector that the case for a regulatory framework is evident 
and clear.  



 
We also agree with the view in the consultation document that the 
expectations of tenants with regard to the services that are provided are 
placed front and centre of the regulatory regime; we also fully endorse the 
intention that a regulatory framework is focused on protecting and 
empowering tenants across the whole social rented sector.  
 
Proposals for the New Regulatory Framework  
 
SCNI would support and endorse the objectives of the proposed regulatory 
framework, ie:  
 

• protect and empower tenants;  
• ensure the continued provision of high-quality housing services within 

our communities;  
• assure investors including DSD and lenders; and  
• be an example of “better regulation”.  

 
It is also important that the regulatory framework exists to support and 
encourage investment in the sector by providing the necessary assurances to 
investors and stakeholders.  
 
Principal Consultation Question 1; Do you agree the standards in the revised 
Regulatory Framework should cover three areas i.e. Consumer, Governance 
and Financial?  
 
We agree that the standards should cover the three areas identified by the 
Department.  
 
The consumer standard should aim to provide a full and proper focus on the 
interests and the expectations and the needs of tenants in social housing; 
there should be a greater effort to secure and ensure full tenant involvement 
in the provision of housing and related services across all social landlords. It 
is also important that there is tenant involvement in the regulation framework 
and in the measurement of the performance of social landlords against 
agreed standards.  
 
The governance standard should provide social landlords with a robust 
framework within which their businesses can be run, to allow innovation and 
diversification whilst at the same time ensuring the public investment is secure 
and the housing stock is properly managed and maintained.  
 
The financial standard should provide investors and other stakeholders with 
confidence that associations have business security as well as providing 
general confidence that systems are in place for protecting assets and 
ensuring best value.  
 
Principal Consultation Question 2; Where social housing providers 
demonstrate the standards set out in this consultation it will provide 



stakeholders with assurance on the effective and appropriate operation of 
their businesses. Do you agree?  
 
We agree that it is essential that housing providers demonstrate that they 
meet the standards on a basis determined by the Department or a 
subsequent regulator. We would also strongly suggest that the demonstration 
of that performance should involve the tenant and stakeholder on the bases 
outlined in the proposed Tenant Participation Strategy. SCNI has an 
established successful track record in engaging tenants and stakeholders in 
shaping services and assessing and monitoring the performance of the public 
landlord; we believe that this experience and expertise is immediately 
transferable to support housing associations develop tenant involvement in 
performance monitoring and scrutiny of services.  
 
A Risk-Based Approach to Regulation  
 
We note that the Department is fairly certain that a compliance based 
approach is no longer necessary nor appropriate so clearly the focus going 
forward is establishing a new framework which shifts focus to a risk based 
approach.  
 
SCNI concurs with the general view that there is much to be gained from the 
experience of other jurisdictions in terms of social housing regulation and, 
whilst compliance is important, greater emphasis on inputs and outcomes, 
supported by increased and enhanced tenant involvement.  
 
Commensurate Regulation  
 
Whilst SCNI would agree with a view that the regulation regime should not be 
overly burdensome to social housing providers there should be a consistency 
of approach that applies across the sector. A more detailed consideration of 
what might constitute ‘commensurate’ would be helpful going forward.  
 
Additional powers for the regulator  
 
It is clear that the regulator will require a number of powers in addition to 
those currently retained by the Department, although what these might be 
remains unclear at present. It is clear however that where the proposed 
regulator might be required to intervene in the governance and business of a 
social housing provider in the future; should that entail an intervention in a 
similar fashion to those intervention powers of the Charity Commission NI as 
outlined in the Charities Act, there must be a firm foundation for any such 
intervention. The Department will do doubt issue guidance to any proposed 
legislation and we would welcome further discussion on the issues raised in 
time.  
 
Conclusion  
 
SCNI supports the establishment of an independent regulatory framework to 
ensure the effective measurement and scrutiny of the social housing sector in 



Northern Ireland; we believe that the effectiveness and credibility of 
regulation, and public confidence in providers will be best achieved with the 
engagement and involvement of tenants in any proposed regulatory 
framework. We look forward to further and continued discussion on this and 
other issues raised as the reform programme progresses. 
 
 


