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Executive Summary

Executive Summary
Introduction
1.

Housing tenancy fraud is the use of social housing by someone who is not entitled to it or
does not need it. Frauds include sub letting for profit, providing false information in a housing
application and abandoning the property with no one living there. Tenancy fraud impacts
on some of the most vulnerable homeless families, depriving them of a decent home and
creates significant additional cost for the taxpayer in providing temporary accommodation and
in building additional new social homes.

Overall Conclusions
2.

The Committee considers that Northern Ireland’s social housing providers have been slow
to react to the increased recognition of tenancy fraud in GB. In part, this is a result of the
failure of the Department for Social Development (the Department) to provide the necessary
leadership in getting to grips with social housing tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland. However,
the Committee takes some comfort from the range of measures that are now being proposed
by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) and Northern Ireland housing associations,
to proactively tackle tenancy fraud.

3.

Up to now, NIHE and housing association activity has been reactive and largely confined to
dealing with abandoned properties. NIHE and housing associations recovered 302 properties
as a result of abandonment in 2012-13, although this varied considerably across NIHE
districts and housing associations. Until recently, this had been considered routine housing
management work as opposed to counter fraud work.

4.

The Department explained that it would take several years of careful survey work to establish
the level of social housing tenancy fraud across Northern Ireland. This is unacceptable, the
Committee expects the Department to urgently establish an evidence based baseline figure
for the level of tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland.

5.

The Department confirmed that, despite identifying a number of cases of tenancy fraud,
there have been no prosecutions for tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland. The Committee
supports a robust response to cases of tenancy fraud, in particular sub-letting and providing
false information in housing applications, and considers that the threat of prosecution is an
important deterrent for potential fraudsters.

6.

The Committee was concerned at the significant increase in the cost of providing temporary
accommodation for homeless families, with costs more than doubling from £5.2 million
in 2008 to £10.9 million in 2013. The Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG) in his
report estimates that for every additional 100 fraudulently occupied properties recovered
through a proactive detection programme there is the potential to save around £800,000
in costs of housing those homeless families who would otherwise be placed in temporary
accommodation. These significant costs suggest that a proactive prevention and detection
strategy could generate significant savings.

7.

In the Committee’s view, greater collaboration between a range of bodies will be the most
effective means of tackling the issue of tenancy fraud. A key part of this will be to establish
formal protocols between social housing providers and utility companies. This data will open
up a valuable source of evidence in the investigation of suspected tenancy fraud.

8.

The Northern Ireland Tenancy Fraud Forum was established in November 2013. It has been
tasked with reviewing the legislative position and the feasibility of establishing a single
tenancy fraud investigatory team for social housing providers in Northern Ireland.
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9.

The Committee welcomes the steps that are now being taken by the Department, NIHE and
housing associations to tackle social housing tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland. Given that
most of the initiatives are only just beginning the Committee expects the Department to
review progress after 12 months and provide a progress report to the Committee.
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Summary of Recommendations
Recommendation 1
The Committee expects the Department to urgently drive forward efforts to establish an
evidence based baseline figure for the level of tenancy fraud in social housing in Northern
Ireland. The Committee recommends that a progress report is compiled by the Department
to determine the extent of tenancy fraud and to assess the success of the Department’s
counter fraud measures over the next twelve months. This report should be forwarded to the
Committee.
Recommendation 2
The Committee recommends that the Department, as a matter of urgency, should update the
Housing Association Guide, to ensure that dedicated tenancy fraud strategies become part of
the Department’s regulatory requirement. The Committee also recommends that the need for
a dedicated tenancy fraud strategy should be reflected in NIHE’s Financial Memorandum.
Recommendation 3
The Committee recommends that the assessment of the adequacy of tenancy fraud
strategies and review of performance targets in this area, should be included in the
Regulator’s inspection regime for housing associations.
Recommendation 4
The Committee recommends that the Department, in conjunction with social housing
providers, should carefully consider whether additional funding would enable social
landlords to organise more effective prevention, detection and investigation activities. In the
Committee’s opinion, a strong case for seeking funds under the “Invest to Save” Initiative
could be made.
Recommendation 5
The Committee strongly supports the National Fraud Initiative. Given that housing
associations have received around £1 billion of Northern Ireland public funding over the past
10 years, in the form of a Housing Association Grant, the Committee expects all housing
associations to participate.
Recommendation 6
The Committee considers that formal protocols with utility companies open up a valuable
source of evidence in the investigation of suspected tenancy fraud and the Committee
strongly recommends that the present impetus is maintained leading to the introduction of
formal protocols with all social landlords.
Recommendation 7
The Committee considers that progress on tenancy fraud will best be achieved through cooperation across the social housing sector in Northern Ireland. It welcomes consideration
of innovative approaches, such as the introduction of a single investigative team to combat
tenancy fraud and the establishment of an inter-agency dedicated tenancy fraud hotline. It
recommends that these issues are pursued and enhanced measures to counter tenancy
fraud are established as a matter of urgency.
Recommendation 8
The Committee notes the local Tenancy Fraud Forum’s review of the legislative position in
Northern Ireland. The Committee recommends strengthening local legislation, particularly in
relation to data sharing.
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Introduction
1.

The Public Accounts Committee (the Committee) met on 14 May 2014 to consider the
Comptroller and Auditor General’s report on ‘Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in
Northern Ireland’. The witnesses were:
■■ Mr Will Haire, Accounting Officer, Department for Social Development (DSD);
■■ Ms Mags Lightbody, Acting Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE);
■■ Mr Jim Wilkinson, Director of Housing, DSD;
■■ Mr Gerry Flynn, Director of Landlord Services, Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE);
■■ Mr Cameron Watt, Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Federation of Housing Associations
(NIFHA); and
■■ Mr Kieran Donnelly, Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG).
The Committee was provided with further information by the Department for Social
Development (the Department) on 29 May and 13 June 2014.

2.

Housing tenancy fraud is the use of social housing by someone who is not entitled to it, or
does not need it, and means that others who deserve a social home miss out. In his report
on “Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland” the C&AG sought to raise
awareness of this important issue for Northern Ireland and highlight best practice that can be
adopted to respond to tenancy fraudsters.

3.

There can be around 40,000 families at any one time on the waiting list for a social home.
Around 20,000 of these families are assessed each year as being in housing stress for
reasons of health, intimidation, insecurity of tenure and housing conditions. Half of those
families in housing stress are classified as statutory homeless and NIHE has a duty under
the law to house them. Typically, 3,000 of these homeless families each year are placed in
temporary accommodation including private rented, hostels and bed and breakfasts at a cost
in 2011-12 of £10 million.

4.

Based on Audit Commission estimates, as many as one in fifty social houses1 could be
occupied fraudulently by individuals not entitled to be there. In Northern Ireland this could
equate to around 2,400 properties, However the Department contended that it was likely
to be less than the estimated 2,400 houses but that it would take several years of careful
survey work to establish the extent of tenancy fraud across Northern Ireland. Frauds include
sub-letting for profit, providing false information in a housing application and abandoning
the property with no one living there. Tenancy fraud impacts on some of the most vulnerable
families depriving them of a decent home. It also creates significant additional cost for the
taxpayer to provide temporary accommodation and to build additional new social homes.

5.

The C&AG in his report concluded that a more structured proactive approach to tackling
tenancy fraud, across both NIHE and housing association stock, would make a cost effective
contribution to reducing housing need in Northern Ireland.

6.

In taking evidence, the Committee examined five themes:
■■
■■
■■
■■

The extent of tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland;
The approach to tackling tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland;
The costs of tenancy fraud and property recovery rates;
Collaboration; and

■■ Innovative solutions.

1

Recent Audit Commission research in England has suggested that two per cent (one in fifty) of social housing outside
of London is subject to tenancy fraud. The levels in London are estimated at four to six per cent of social housing.
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The extent of tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland
7.

The C&AG, based on research undertaken by the Audit Commission in England over the past
4 years, has indicated that up to 2,400 social houses could be fraudulently occupied in
Northern Ireland. The Department explained that it would take several years of careful survey
work to establish the level of tenancy fraud across Northern Ireland but it was likely to be
less than the estimated 2,400 houses. The Committee was astonished that no documented
research was available and troubled by the Department’s admission to the Committee
that they had not yet carried out sufficient work to ascertain the extent of tenancy fraud in
Northern Ireland.

8.

According to the Department, NIHE and NIFHA early indications are that levels of tenancy
fraud are low across social housing stock in Northern Ireland.

9.

NIHE explained that English authorities have found tenancy fraud levels are higher in blocks
of flats. With Northern Ireland having significantly less flats (17 per cent of social housing
stock), in NIHE’s view this factor would contribute to lower levels of tenancy fraud.

10.

NIFHA told the Committee that around one quarter of housing association properties are
sheltered or supported accommodation and that tenancy fraud is less likely as there is an
on-site staff presence. There are also some smaller community based housing associations
managing around 100 to 200 properties and NIFHA believes these are also less at risk of
tenancy fraud.

11.

The Committee considers that for all landlords knowing who lives in properties should be
part and parcel of normal housing management practice. To assist in this process NIHE
operates a network of local offices and has over 800 front line housing staff. The Committee
agrees with NIFHA that all social landlords cannot be complacent and need to do more work
to establish an accurate baseline of the extent of social housing tenancy fraud in Northern
Ireland.

Recommendation 1
The Committee expects the Department to urgently drive forward efforts to establish an
evidence based baseline figure for the level of tenancy fraud in social housing in Northern
Ireland. The Committee recommends that a progress report is compiled by the Department
to determine the extent of tenancy fraud and to assess the success of the Department’s
counter fraud measures over the next twelve months. This report should be forwarded to
the Committee.
There have been no tenancy fraud prosecutions in Northern Ireland
12.

The Committee was told that over the past three to four years NIHE has identified:
■■ Three cases of subletting for profit;
■■ One case of providing false information on a housing application;
■■ 22 cases of false succession and unlawful assignment; and
■■ Two cases of providing misleading information during a right to buy application.
In addition over 200 houses are recovered each year by NIHE due to abandonment.

13.

Given that the C&AG’s report notes that NIHE recorded 245 abandonment cases in 2011-12,
and the range of other forms of tenancy fraud such as subletting drawn to the Committee’s
attention, the Committee was surprised that the C&AG had received no tenancy fraud
notifications from the Department, prior to the publication of his report in September 2013.

5

Report on Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland

However, in April 2014 he received one notification and on the day before the Committee’s
hearing he received a further 88 notifications2 of suspected tenancy fraud.
14.

The Department confirmed that, despite identifying a number of cases of tenancy fraud, there
have been no prosecutions for tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland. However, NIHE are presently
pursuing three sub-letting test cases, for prosecution, under the Fraud Act 2006.

15.

The Committee supports a robust response to all cases of tenancy fraud, in particular
those cases of sub-letting for profit and providing false information on housing applications.
The Committee considers that the threat and pursuit of prosecutions sends out a powerful
deterrent message that social landlords in Northern Ireland are tough on fraud.

2

The Committee notes that included in the 88 fraud notifications are 33 notifications for one NIHE District office. This
office served 18 abandonment notices in 2011-12 but has recently served 33 in one month.
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The approach to tackling tenancy fraud in
Northern Ireland
The Department, NIHE and housing associations have been slow to react in Northern
Ireland to the increased recognition of tenancy fraud in GB
16.

The Department and NIHE in their opening remarks explained to the Committee that
they reacted quickly to new initiatives emanating from GB on tackling tenancy fraud. The
Committee is not convinced and believes that the evidence presented does not support this.

17.

Guidance3 issued in November 2009 by the Department for Communities and Local
Government in England contained checklists for actions to achieve success in addressing
tenancy fraud including:
■■ Establishing a baseline for the level of tenancy fraud;
■■ Developing a robust tenancy fraud strategy and action plan;
■■ Showing corporate commitment to tackling the problem;
■■ Establishing more robust reporting and evaluation arrangements to determine trends and
variations between different landlords and regions;
■■ Local Authorities and housing associations working in partnership to achieve sustainable
solutions; and
■■ Taking action including photographing tenants, early settling in visits, raising awareness,
targeted tenancy audits and employing specialist investigative teams.

18.

The Committee did not see evidence of any proactive activity in Northern Ireland against
tenancy fraud, until April 2013 when NIHE prepared a tenancy fraud strategy. The development
work for this strategy appears to have taken place only after the C&AG commenced his audit
in mid 2012. In addition, NIHE told the Committee that it waited for the C&AG to publish
his report before finalising its tenancy fraud action plan and taking it to the NIHE Board
in October 2013. The Committee recognises that reports from the C&AG make a valuable
contribution to management in the public sector. However, whilst recognising the rationale for
the NIHE’s decision, it takes a dim view where a public sector body views an impending report
as a reason not to progress actions which will benefit taxpayers and service users.

19.

In the Committee’s opinion, housing associations in Northern Ireland were also slow to
develop dedicated tenancy fraud strategies. The Committee is encouraged by NIFHA’s
indication that housing associations are now far advanced in developing their strategies
and that full coverage is anticipated by Autumn 2014. However, the Committee notes
that publication of a dedicated tenancy fraud strategy is still not a requirement of the
Department’s regulatory regime for housing associations.

20.

The Committee notes that there is now a positive direction of travel regarding tenancy fraud
strategies and action plans.

Recommendation 2
The Committee recommends that the Department, as a matter of urgency, should update
the Housing Association Guide, to ensure that dedicated tenancy fraud strategies become
part of the Department’s regulatory requirement. The Committee also recommends that
the need for a dedicated tenancy fraud strategy should be reflected in NIHE’s Financial
Memorandum.
3

Tackling unlawful subletting and occupancy: Good practice guidance for social landlords, November 2009,
Department for Communities and Local Government
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Recommendation 3
The Committee recommends that the assessment of the adequacy of tenancy fraud
strategies and review of performance targets should be included in the Regulator’s
inspection regime for housing associations.
The Department has not provided leadership in tackling tenancy fraud
21.

The Department has overall control and responsibility for preparing and directing social
housing policy in Northern Ireland. However, the Committee formed the impression at the
evidence session that NIHE had been taking the lead on tenancy fraud. In the Committee’s
opinion the Department has not provided the necessary leadership in getting to grips with
social housing tenancy fraud. The Committee would point out that in England, the Department
for Communities and Local Government has:
■■ produced guidance setting out the most effective ways of preventing, detecting and
tackling tenancy fraud;
■■ following consultation, strengthened legislation making tenancy fraud a criminal offence;
■■ introduced regulations that enable local authorities to compel banks, building societies,
utility and telecommunication companies to provide them with information for social
housing fraud investigations; and
■■ provided funding to improve local authorities’ ability to identify and tackle social housing
tenancy fraud.

22.

The Committee notes none of these very positive developments have been introduced in
Northern Ireland.

23.

The GB Government has provided £35 million to local authorities to assist in preventing,
detecting and investigating tenancy fraud. The Department told the Committee that
no additional funding has been made available to, nor requested by, NIHE or housing
associations.

Recommendation 4
The Committee recommends that the Department, in conjunction with social housing
providers, should carefully consider whether additional funding would enable social
landlords to organise more effective prevention, detection and investigation activities.
In the Committee’s opinion, a strong case for seeking funds under the “Invest to Save”
initiative could be made.
The resources and effort devoted to tackling tenancy fraud were variable across NIHE’s
District Office network
24.

The C&AG points out in his report that the resources and effort devoted to tackling tenancy
fraud was variable across NIHE. The Committee considered that this reflected the absence of
strategic direction from NIHE on the growing recognition that tenancy fraud was an important
issue for social housing providers.

25.

NIHE activity was largely confined to dealing with abandoned properties. When a property
is identified as potentially being empty a 28 day abandonment notice is served. This is an
administrative process which avoids legal action in the courts. The Department explained that
the legislation covering the serving of abandonment notices in Northern Ireland is “quite far
advanced and is a good route for dealing with abandonment”.

26.

Abandonment is one of six forms of tenancy fraud and requires less direct counter fraud
activity to detect. The work was considered as routine housing management by NIHE as
opposed to counter fraud work. Some NIHE District Offices appeared to be more successful
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than others in detecting abandoned properties, with some not recovering any properties.
The Committee was told that in an effort to improve consistency of approach, front line
housing staff recently received training on how to deal with recording and reporting tenancy
fraud. The Committee welcomes this development but would question why this basic training
requirement was not delivered earlier.
27.

The Department informed the Committee that NIHE headquarters had been collating district
data on abandonments since 2011/12. This collation activity appears to coincide with the
C&AG requesting similar information from NIHE for his report. The lack of central oversight,
scrutiny, monitoring and reporting of tenancy fraud data is not reflective of an organisation
which has a strong corporate grip on this issue.
New information was presented to the Committee during the evidence session

28.

While the Committee’s inquiry benefited from the additional information provided during the
evidence session, the Committee was concerned that witnesses provided new information
which had not been disclosed to the C&AG during the preparation of his report. Examples of
new information provided are:
■■ The Department explained that NIHE had undertaken “operation blitz” in 2008 when
10,400 homes were targeted looking for indicators of fraudulent activity. This activity
pre dated the 2009 guidance issued by the Department for Communities and Local
Government in GB. The Department and NIHE appeared to be providing evidence indicating
that they were actually ahead of the game in responding to tenancy fraud and “doing an
exercise even before GB really got going”;
■■ Since 2009 NIHE had consistently checked their policies and approaches against
publications from GB on tenancy fraud best practice;
■■ Specifically NIHE checked their activities against the National Fraud Authority guidance
from 2010 and decided to take “specific action under the banner of tenancy fraud”; and
■■ The Committee was told that over the past three to four years NIHE has identified one
case of providing false information on a housing application, 22 cases of false succession
and unlawful assignment, and two cases of providing misleading information during a right
to buy application.

29.

The C&AG engages with departments to agree factual accuracy before reports are published.
Providing this Committee with new facts, which have not been brought to the C&AG’s attention
and which he did not have the opportunity to critically assess, is a situation that this
Committee has encountered recently and is completely unacceptable.4

4

NIA 182/11-5, 9 April 2014 – PAC Report on NI Water’s Response to a Suspected Fraud and DRD: Review of an
Investigation of a Whistleblower Complaint
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The costs of tenancy fraud and property recovery
rates
The cost of housing homeless families in private rented accommodation has more than
doubled in the past six years
30.

NIHE has a statutory duty to provide accommodation for homeless families and where
social tenancies are not available, temporary accommodation is offered. This temporary
accommodation can take the form of a hostel, private rented property, leased property or bed
and breakfasts. In the six years to 2013 NIHE spent over £51 million providing temporary
accommodation. The Committee was concerned with the significant increase in the cost of
temporary accommodation with costs more than doubling from £5.2 million in 2008 to £10.9
million in 2013 (see Figure 1). This rise has occurred even though the number of families
presenting as homeless has remained fairly constant from year to year.
Figure 1: The cost of temporary accommodation since 2008
2008
£’000

2009
£’000

2010
£’000

2011
£’000

2012
£’000

2013
£’000

Total
£’000

Private
Rented

3,812

4,500

6,282

6,729

7,925

8,059

37,307

Hostel – NIHE

1,160

1,190

1,210

1,270

1,330

1,744

7,904

Leased
Properties

-

-

955

955

955

956

3,821

Bed and
Breakfast

235

746

249

381

242

228

2,080

5,207

6,436

8,696

9,335

10,452

10,987

51,112

Total
Source: NIAO

31.

The C&AG in his report estimates that for every additional 100 fraudulently occupied
properties recovered through a proactive tenancy fraud detection programme there is the
potential to save around £800,000 in private rented costs. In this Committee’s opinion, this
is a significant figure but more importantly this would ensure that additional homes are made
available for those most in need. In addition, given that tenancy fraud and Housing Benefit
fraud are often linked, there is also potential to identify and recover overpaid Housing Benefit.
Abandoned social homes are being recovered by social landlords in Northern Ireland

32.

NIHE and housing associations recovered 302 properties in 2012-13 (363 in 2011-12) as a
result of reactive housing management work. The Committee acknowledges that local social
landlords do out-perform some local authorities and housing associations in GB in respect of
the number of abandonment recoveries.

33.

The Committee notes from the C&AG’s report that another method of quantifying the cost
to the public purse of fraudulently occupied social houses is to calculate the replacement
building cost for properties that are no longer available for social tenancies. Using this
method the replacement building cost for every 100 properties fraudulently occupied would
be in the region of £9 million.5

34.

The Committee is concerned that the limited reactive approach adopted by NIHE and housing
associations has impacted on the number of possession notices served, and subsequent

5

Cost of a three bedroom social new build in 2011-12 as provided by NIHE.
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recoveries, and that this could be hiding a much larger problem in social housing in Northern
Ireland. During recent canvassing in the community, members of this Committee noticed
empty properties and reported them leading to a number of recoveries. It is worrying that
controls that had been put in place by NIHE and housing associations had not identified
these empty properties. This Committee would also highlight, that in May 2014, NIHE
reported 88 suspected frauds (87 suspected abandonments and one suspected subletting case) to the C&AG. If reporting this number of tenancy frauds is going to be a regular
occurrence then it would indicate to this Committee that tenancy fraud is more prevalent than
was first thought.
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Collaboration
Northern Ireland Tenancy Fraud Forum
35.

The Northern Ireland Tenancy Fraud Forum was established in November 2013. It is chaired
by the Department and members include NIHE and housing associations. The forum has
forged a formal link with the GB Tenancy Fraud Forum. It has also been tasked with reviewing
the legislative position and the feasibility of establishing a single investigatory team for social
housing providers in Northern Ireland. The Department explained that the forum has hosted
shared tenancy fraud awareness training sessions between NIHE and housing associations.
The Committee is encouraged by this development and sees the forum as a vehicle to share
intelligence and disseminate knowledge amongst the membership.

36.

There are further areas where aspects of collaboration could be improved.
National Fraud Initiative

37.

NIFHA told the Committee that to-date housing associations from Northern Ireland have
not participated in the annual National Fraud Initiative6 exercise. The Committee welcomes
the participation of Helm Housing Association and OakleeTrinity on a trial basis in the next
round of the National Fraud Initiative. The Committee would like to point out that a number of
housing associations are already participating in England and Wales.

Recommendation 5
The Committee strongly supports the National Fraud Initiative. Given that housing
associations have received around £1 billion of Northern Ireland public funding over the
past 10 years, in the form of Housing Association Grant, the Committee expects all
housing associations to participate.
Utility Providers
38.

The key to a successful tenancy fraud investigation is to prove that a suspected tenancy
fraudster is not actually living in a property. Data from utility companies can often be hugely
significant to the investigation. NIFHA told the Committee that when its members try to get
access to information from utility providers it has been “hit and miss”. The Committee is
aware that NIHE District Offices experience similar problems. NIHE explained that, prior to
deregulation, the utilities providers were public bodies and it was easier to get information.
NIHE outlined that it is currently working on establishing formal protocols, creating data
exchange arrangements with utility providers. NIFHA added that their members hope to
arrange similar protocols with utility providers in the future.

Recommendation 6
The Committee considers that formal protocols with utility companies open up a valuable
source of evidence in the investigation of suspected tenancy fraud. The Committee
strongly recommends that the present impetus is maintained leading to the introduction of
formal protocols between utility companies and all social landlords.

6

The National Fraud Initiative (NFI) is a major data matching exercise that is undertaken every two years and which
enables public audit agencies in the UK to participate in cross jurisdictional data matching for the purposes of
identifying fraud and error.
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Local Councils
39.

Community Planning7 is an integral part of the local government reform package and will
provide a framework within which the new Councils, departments, statutory bodies and other
relevant agencies and sectors can work together. Housing is a key element of community
planning. NIHE told the Committee that there is huge potential for them to work closely with
Councils in the services that NIHE delivers. The Committee agrees with NIHE and NIFHA that
cooperation with the new councils could assist in proactively tackling tenancy fraud. The
Committee hopes that the opportunity to harness local knowledge will not be overlooked.

7

A process led by councils in conjunction with partners and communities to develop and implement a shared vision for
their area which relates to all aspects of community life and which also involves working together to plan and deliver
better services which make a real difference to people’s lives”
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Innovative Solutions
Steps are now being taken by the Department, NIHE and housing associations to tackle
social housing tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland
40.

The Department and NIHE told the Committee that:
■■ They are considering the merits of a dedicated hotline but that there is already a 24 hour
NIHE phone line for reporting suspected fraud;
■■ Tenancy fraud awareness training has been provided to around 300 NIHE and housing
association staff;
■■ NIHE has around 60 specialist neighbourhood officers;
■■ Targeted tenancy audits are now taking place;
■■ New tenants are visited within the first six to eight weeks of signing a tenancy agreement;
■■ The Northern Ireland Tenancy Fraud Forum is considering the need for a single
investigative body providing investigative services to both NIHE and housing associations;
■■ The Forum will also consider the need for strengthened legislation; and
■■ Public awareness has been raised through recent publicity.

41.

NIFHA explained to the Committee that housing associations now:
■■ Offer pre-tenancy classes so that tenants know their rights and responsibilities.
Prospective tenants are made aware of tenancy fraud and encouraged to report it;
■■ Visit new tenants within the first six to eight weeks of tenancy. Increasingly these visits
are unannounced; and
■■ Undertake monthly estate visits.

42.

The Committee was particularly interested in some of the innovative solutions being pursued
by housing associations, in particular:
■■ Apex housing association is recruiting “active tenants” on each estate. These are tenants
with local knowledge who walk the estate with housing officers and can identify and report
properties that they suspect are not occupied; and
■■ Clanmil housing association is using key fob entry technology together with CCTV to
establish who is using properties in some of its blocks of flats.

43.

The Committee notes that NIHE has recently investigated more than 2,800 properties that
had been identified as having requested no repairs over a 12 month period. NIHE outlined
that on average they receive three or four repair requests a year from each tenant. The
absence of repair requests could indicate an abandoned property or one where sub-letting
has occurred. As a result of this exercise they have served 83 abandonment notices and
recovered 11 properties. The exercise is yet to be finalised.

Recommendation 7
The Committee considers that progress on tenancy fraud will best be achieved through cooperation across the social housing sector in Northern Ireland. It welcomes consideration
of innovative approaches, such as the introduction of a single investigative team to combat
tenancy fraud and the establishment of an inter-agency dedicated tenancy fraud hotline.
It recommends that these issues are pursued and enhanced measures to counter tenancy
fraud are established as a matter of urgency.
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Innovative Solutions

Credit Data Matching
44.

NIHE explained to the Committee that 80 per cent of their tenants are in receipt of benefits
and that benefit data is matched across the various public systems. They also explained
that for the remaining 20 per cent of their tenants who pay rent they are looking at the
limited use of credit reference matching. The Committee is concerned that the use of credit
data matching is being ruled out for all NIHE tenants receiving benefits. In the Committee’s
opinion, targeted credit data matching could be useful in confirming where a tenant is actually
living. The Committee would encourage NIHE to consider the use of targeted credit data
matching in all suspected tenancy fraud investigations.
Strengthening Legislation

45.

The Committee is aware that recently strengthened legislation in England and Wales has
made sub-letting for profit a criminal offence. This legislation also enables social housing
providers to require certain organisations such as utilities and financial institutions to provide
information that may be reasonably required in the investigation of suspected tenancy fraud.

Recommendation 8
The Committee notes the local Tenancy Fraud Forum’s review of the legislative position in
Northern Ireland. The Committee recommends strengthening local legislation, particularly
in relation to data sharing.
46.

The Committee is very encouraged by the steps now being taken by NIHE and housing
associations in the battle against social housing tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland. This
good work must continue to ensure that the scarce resource of social housing is used
as effectively as possible for the benefit of those in need of homes and to safeguard the
taxpayer.

15

16

Appendix 1

Minutes of Proceedings of
the Committee Relating to
the Report

Minutes of Proceedings of the Committee Relating to the Report

Wednesday, 30 April 2014
Room 106, Parliament Buildings
Present:

Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Alex Easton
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Daithí McKay
Mr Seán Rogers

In Attendance:

Ms Lucia Wilson (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Trevor Allen (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mrs Danielle Saunders (Clerical Supervisor)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)
Miss Clare Rice (Bursary Student)

Apologies:

Mr Chris Hazzard
Mr Adrian McQuillan
Mr Paul Girvan

2.19pm The meeting opened in public session
2.26pm the meeting moved to closed session
5.

Inquiry into Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland – briefing session
2.27pm Mr Clarke joined the meeting
2.33pm Mr McKay joined the meeting
2.43pm Mr Rogers joined the meeting
2.43pm Mr Copeland left the meeting
Messrs Clarke, Hussey and Rogers declared an interest in this inquiry as private landlords
The Committee received briefing from the C&AG, Denver Lynn, Roger McCance and Richard
Emerson on the Audit Office’s report ‘Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern
Ireland’.
3.05pm Mr Hussey left the meeting
Agreed:

The Committee agreed to request updated information, from the Accounting
Officer of the Department for Social Development, on the information contained
in the Audit Office’s report.

3.09pm Mr Hussey re-joined the meeting
[EXTRACT]
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Wednesday, 14 May 2014
Senate Chamber, Parliament Buildings
Present:

Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Alex Easton
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Chris Hazzard
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Daithí McKay
Mr Seán Rogers

In Attendance:

Ms Lucia Wilson (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Trevor Allen (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mrs Danielle Saunders (Clerical Supervisor)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)
Miss Clare Rice (Bursary Student)

Apologies:

Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Adrian McQuillan

2.04pm The meeting commenced in closed session
2.05pm Mr Girvan left the meeting
2.19pm Mr Girvan re-joined the meeting
4.

Correspondence from Mr Will Haire, Accounting Officer, DSD on the Committee Inquiry in to
Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland
The Committee noted correspondence received from Mr Will Haire, Accounting Officer for
DSD, in advance of the evidence session on the above inquiry.
2.31pm Mr Dallat left the meeting
2.32pm Mr Dallat re-joined the meeting
2.33pm The meeting moved into public session

6.

Inquiry into Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland – Evidence Session
Messrs Rogers, Girvan and Hussey declared an interest in this issue as private landlords
The Committee took oral evidence on the above inquiry from:
■■ Mr Will Haire, Accounting Officer, Department for Social Development;
■■ Mr Jim Wilkinson, Director of Housing, Department for Social Development;
■■ Ms Mags Lightbody, Acting Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Housing Executive;
■■ Mr Gerry Flynn, Director of Landlord Services, Northern Ireland Housing Executive; and
■■ Mr Cameron Watt, Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Federation of Housing Associations.
2.50pm Mr Copeland left the meeting
2.55pm Mr Copeland re-joined the meeting
2.58pm Mr Girvan and Mr Hazzard left the meeting
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3.11pm Mr Dallat left the meeting
3.11pm Mr Hazzard re-joined the meeting
3.15pm Mr Dallat re-joined the meeting
3.35pm Mr Hazzard left the meeting
3.36pm Mr Easton left the meeting
3.39pm Mr Hazzard re-joined the meeting
3.44pm Mr Hazzard left the meeting
3.45pm Mr Girvan re-joined the meeting
3.45pm Mr Hussey left the meeting
3.47pm Mr Hazzard re-joined the meeting
4.23pm Mr McKay left the meeting
4.27pm Mr Copeland left the meeting
Agreed:

The Committee agreed to seek further information from officials.

5.00pm The meeting moved into closed session
8.

Consideration of Evidence Session on the Inquiry into Tackling Social Housing Tenancy
Fraud in Northern Ireland
Members discussed the issues arising as a result of the evidence session on the above
inquiry.
[EXTRACT]
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Wednesday, 28 May 2014
Room 106, Parliament Buildings
Present:

Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Alex Easton
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Adrian McQuillan
Mr Seán Rogers

In Attendance:

Ms Lucia Wilson (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Trevor Allen (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mrs Danielle Saunders (Clerical Supervisor)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)
Miss Clare Rice (Bursary Student)

Apologies:

Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Chris Hazzard
Mr Daithí McKay

2.27pm The meeting opened in public session
2.32pm Mr Girvan joined the meeting
2.41pm Mr Copeland and Mr Rogers left the meeting
2.43pm Mr Easton joined the meeting
2.50pm Mr Copeland re-joined the meeting
2.53pm Mr Hussey left the meeting
2.57pm the meeting moved to closed session
6.

Inquiry into Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud – Issues Paper
Mr Girvan and Mr Clarke declared an interest in this issue as landlords.
The Committee considered an issues paper on this inquiry’s evidence session of 14 May 2014.
Agreed:

The Committee agreed to request additional information from the Department
on issues raised and that the paper forms the basis of the Committee’s draft
report.

[EXTRACT]
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Wednesday, 10 September 2014
Room 29, Parliament Buildings
Present:

Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Alex Easton
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Chris Hazzard
Mr Adrian McQuillan
Mr Seán Rogers

In Attendance:

Ms Lucia Wilson (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Trevor Allen (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mrs Danielle Saunders (Clerical Supervisor)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)

Apologies:

Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Daithí McKay

2.12pm The meeting began in public session
2.14pm Mr Hazzard joined the meeting
2.15pm Mr McQuillan joined the meeting
2.35pm Mr Hazzard left the meeting
2.38pm Mr Hazzard re-joined the meeting
2.44pm Mr Easton left the meeting
3.02pm Mr Eason re-joined the meeting
3.16pm The meeting moved to closed session
3.47pm Mr Girvan left the meeting
3.57pm Mr McQuillan left the meeting
4.06pm Mr Clarke left the meeting
4.11pm Mr Girvan re-joined the meeting
4.13pm Mr Dallat left the meeting
4.15pm Mr Girvan re-joined the meeting; the meeting became inquorate
4.24pm Mr Dallat re-joined the meeting; quorum returned
4.28pm Mr Girvan re-joined the meeting
4.28pm Mr Hazzard left the meeting
10.

Inquiry in Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland: Consideration of Draft
Report
Agreed:

Members agreed to defer consideration of the Committee’s draft report on its
inquiry into Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland to the
meeting of 24th September 2014.

[EXTRACT]

23

Report on Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland

Wednesday, 24 September 2014
Room 29, Parliament Buildings
Present:

Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Chris Hazzard
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Daithí McKay

In Attendance:

Ms Lucia Wilson (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Trevor Allen (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mr Jack Peel
(Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mrs Danielle Saunders (Clerical Supervisor)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)

Apologies:

Mr Alex Easton
Mr Sean Rogers
Mr Adrian McQuillan

2.16pm The meeting began in public session
2.22pm Mr Copeland left the meeting
2.23pm Mr Copeland re-joined the meeting
2.55pm Mr Copeland left the meeting
3.03pm The meeting moved into closed session
3.05pm Mr Copeland re-joined the meeting
3.09pm Mr Dallat left the meeting
3.11pm Mr Dallat re-joined the meeting
3.27pm Mr Hussey left the meeting
3.29pm Mr Girvan left the meeting
3.34pm Mr Hussey re-joined the meeting
3.36pm The meeting returned to public session
3.48pm Trevor Clarke left the meeting
3.55pm Michael Copeland left the meeting
3.58pm The meeting moved into closed session
8.

Inquiry into Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland: Consideration of
Draft Report
Agreed:

The Committee considered its draft report on the above inquiry.

Introduction Section
Paragraphs 1 to 6 read and agreed
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The extent of tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland
Paragraphs 1 to 5 read and agreed
Recommendation 1 read and agreed
Paragraphs 6 to 9 read and agreed
The approach to tackling tenancy fraud in Northern Ireland
Paragraphs 10 to 14 read and agreed
Recommendation 2 read and agreed
Recommendation 3 read and agreed
Paragraphs 15 to 17 read and agreed
Recommendation 4 read and agreed
Paragraphs 18 to 21 read and agreed
Paragraphs 22 and 23 read and agreed
The costs of tenancy fraud and property recovery rates
Paragraphs 24 to 28 read and agreed
Collaboration
Paragraphs 29 to 31 read and agreed
Recommendation 5 read and agreed
Paragraph 32 read and agreed
Recommendation 6 read and agreed
Paragraph 33 read and agreed
Innovative Solutions
Paragraphs 34 to 37 read and agreed
Recommendation 7 read and agreed
Paragraphs 38 and 39 read and agreed
Recommendation 8 read and agreed
Paragraph 40 read and agreed
Executive Summary
Paragraphs 1 to 9 read and agreed
Summary of Recommendations
Recommendations 1 to 8 read and agreed
Agreed:

The Committee agreed the minutes, minutes of evidence and correspondence to
be included as appendices to the report.

Agreed:

The Committee ordered the report to be printed
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Agreed:

The Committee agreed the report to be launched on Monday 22nd October and
a press release be issued on Monday 15th October.

4:02pm

Mr Girvan re-joined the meeting

4:02pm

Mr McKay left the meeting

4:04pm

Mr Copeland re-joined the meeting

4.20pm

MrClarke re-joined the meeting

[EXTRACT]
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14 May 2014
Office report, there was the agreed
tenancy fraud strategy in April 2013,
which lists a number of measures on
detecting tenancy fraud, including data
sharing and tightening procedures on
new and existing tenants and taking a
more robust approach to tenancy fraud.
Do you agree that the Housing Executive
and the housing associations have been
slow in responding proactively to this
serious problem?

Members present for all or part of the
proceedings:
Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Alex Easton
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Chris Hazzard
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Daithí McKay
Mr Seán Rogers
Witnesses:
Mr Will Haire
Mr Jim Wilkinson

Department for Social
Development

Mr Cameron Watt

Northern Ireland
Federation of Housing
Associations

Mr Gerry Flynn
Ms Mags Lightbody

Northern Ireland
Housing Executive

1.

The Chairperson: Today we have with us
Mr Will Haire, the accounting officer in
the Department for Social Development.
Thank you for joining us today. Apologies
for the delay in starting. Mr Haire, would
you like to introduce your team?

2.

Mr Will Haire (Department for Social
Development): Yes. I am joined by Mags
Lightbody, the acting chief executive
of the Housing Executive; Gerry Flynn,
the director of landlord services in the
Housing Executive; Cameron Watt, the
chief executive of the Northern Ireland
Federation of Housing Associations;
and Jim Wilkinson, who is my director of
housing in DSD.

3.

The Chairperson: You are all very
welcome. Members, I will start the
questioning today. As I said earlier, if
members have supplementary points to
make, I ask that you hold them until the
end as they may stray into the areas of
other members who may wish to ask a
particular question.

4.

Mr Haire, Ms Lightbody and Mr Watt,
as well as the publication of the Audit
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5.

Mr Haire: I will start off, and I will
then ask my colleagues to come in.
You know the history of this issue.
It was particularly brought up from
work in 2009 from the Department for
Communities and Local Government
(DCLG). In 2008 — the previous
year — the Housing Executive did
operation blitz; it looked at 10,400 of
its properties and looked at the issue
differently. It had been looking at a
question about an occupancy issue, but,
at that time, it looked at that question
and repossessed 16 houses from that
exercise. It spent £200,000 on that
exercise. At that time, it had quite a
clear vision from the early stages about
the sense of some of the issues. They
were very much in its thoughts.

6.

In November 2012, DCLG produced
its document, which is referred to in
the report. By December, that was in
front of the senior team of the Housing
Executive. By January, it had a draft
out for consultation with the central
housing organisations. It waited for the
conclusion of the Audit Office report
in November to see where the Audit
Office was going in its thinking. By
November, the strategy document, which
the Committee has, had gone through
its board. It had set up an action plan
by that time. It had already been doing
a great deal of work in line with that
process. It had already formulated
an action plan and had it in place.
The Northern Ireland fraud forum was
established. It was already a very active
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new in housing. We have been active
members of HouseMark, which is a
national body in GB. We share our
innovations and best practice and
hear from others. As my colleague
mentioned, in 2008, as part of that
stamp out fraud campaign, we did our
first big targeted audit of properties.
Knowing the intelligence coming from
elsewhere that flatted properties are at
that high-risk area, because they may
be easier to hide issues in, we did a
blitz on flats, maisonettes and high-rise
stock. We spent a lot of money to do
door-to-door checking of who is there
and checking identities etc. From that
intensive campaign, 62 abandonment
notices were served, where we, after
repeated attempts, could not establish
who was there. Through our tenancy
rights agreement with the occupier,
we have the right, if we suspect that a
property is not being occupied, to serve
notice and, without court process, to
take those properties back quickly and
get them back into occupation. We went
into a formal process for 0·6% of the
properties we did that intensive activity
on, and, subsequently, we took 15
properties back because there was no
contact, and so we let that process run.
It is a very cost-effective process to get
the houses back quickly. We do not have
to agree a costly and time-consuming
court action.

member of the National Fraud Forum. It
is doing a range of issues. I am going to
ask Mags to look at that issue. At the
same time, the housing federation was
working through its members.
7.

All of us really welcome the report. It
is a complex area of fraud to deal with.
There has been a major shift in thinking,
and we have gone very much with it. We
are keen to explore it in a sensitive and
clear manner to fit into the Northern
Ireland circumstances. I am pleased
by the pace we have worked at. We do
not doubt that there is a lot more to
be done in that process, but there has
been active handling. Mags, do you want
to comment?

8.

Ms Mags Lightbody (Northern Ireland
Housing Executive): Members will be
aware that the Housing Executive’s
role is more than being just a very
large landlord. This is a serious
issue; it involves housing assessment
responsibilities and homelessness.
Making sure that every property is used
appropriately and is occupied by the
right person is our day job, and always
has been. Tenancy fraud is probably
a fairly new badge for a particular
aspect of what we would always have
called sound housing management. I
am sure that my colleagues from the
housing association sector will comment
appropriately as well. Our staff out in
the sticks have always had a focus on
making sure that properties are turned
around quickly, allocated appropriately
and occupied by the right person.

9.

I will take you through some of our
actions before the tenancy fraud
banner, as it is very usefully now
presented. In 2001, we created the
first neighbourhood wardens with the
sole focus of being in the communities,
supplementing housing officers to
make sure that properties were being
occupied as well as looking after the
environment.

10.

In 2008, we had our first big general
stamp out fraud campaign. We have
always looked nationally to what is
happening, over to GB, as well as
internally for best practice and what is

11.
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While the reports on the Audit
Commission’s activity in 2009 were
happening in GB, we picked up the
discussions. In each of them, we took
the documents and checked them
against our policies and approaches. We
picked up on some of the potential high
numbers that we saw from GB. We took
those documents and made sure that
our actions were current. On the back
of that, we really built up the campaigns
concerning the big culture change of
calling it what it is: tenancy fraud. We
started our activity back in 2009 with
public campaigns to make sure that not
only were we resourcing to detect those
issues but that we had our customers
as an additional layer of eyes and ears
on the ground with the ability to tell us
about those issues. We did that through
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ongoing in the Audit Office, we devised
an outline action plan of the new things
that we wanted to do and work through.
We waited until the report that is before
you came out to check again whether
there was anything additional that we
wanted to do.

publicity campaigns and badged it for
the first time as ‘Stamp out fraud’.
12.

13.

14.

15.

We worked through that process.
Members will be aware, from the very
useful Audit Office report before you, of
DCLG’s commentary and consultations
on fraud. Again, we took the learning
coming out of that and matched it
against our policy approaches. We
were already looking at data matching
at that point. We had established,
internally in the organisation for staff,
a whistle-blowing policy. That was back
in 2006-07. We had dedicated staff
on the counter fraud issue, not just
tenancy fraud but any range of issues.
We established a small but expert
team in our organisation to bring some
high-level intelligence-gathering into our
organisation.
We did not specifically respond as a
consultee to the National Fraud Authority
guide in 2011, but we checked our
activities to see whether there was any
new learning from that. That is when
we started to formalise the fact that
we wanted a specific action under the
banner of tenancy fraud.
In December 2012, we created a
discussion paper, which was used in
internal discussions to make sure
that we learned from our managers
and staff on the ground. That ran
through to a presentation to our central
housing community network, which
I was with this morning on another
issue. The network is a very active
tenant engagement platform, bringing
together reps from across Northern
Ireland to test their views and appetite.
We cranked up the issue out there by
starting to describe it as fraud and
ensured that our tenants knew why we
were going down the path — the very
serious issue — of making sure that
tenancies are occupied by the right
person. We disseminated that down
through our local community network,
so all the local tenant bodies got to put
their mark on that activity.
That culminated in us going to our board
with our first tenancy fraud strategy in
April 2013. Knowing that activity was
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16.

In October 2013, we went back to our
board with the action plan, and we have
been going through the activity in that
until now. You will have the detail of
the activity that sits within the fraud
strategy and the action plan. We will
go to our board with another refresh
of that. I think that, with such a live
topic, there will always be issues that
we want to add. One recent suggestion
from a member of staff was the use
of fob activity to control access to, for
example, multi-storey flats. We want
to use technology as another form of
intelligence to make sure that properties
are occupied.

17.

We have always balanced this by
making sure that we are targeted in our
approach. Members will be aware from
representing their constituents that the
vast majority of our tenants are honest
and law-abiding. So, with our activity, we
have tried to front a lot of what we do
in our contacts and audits as, first and
foremost, good customer service, by
being there for and visiting our tenants
and making sure that everything is fine
at home. That provides us with the
activity to make sure that houses are
occupied.

18.

We have undertaken some recent
activity. We will hopefully be able to
share with you the details of another
planned and targeted audit, which
picked up on some of the best practice
to come out of the Audit Office report.
One of the suggestions was to check
repairs activity over the past two or
three years. We decided to bring the
timescale down and look at just one
year. We will be able to share with
you today where we are with that.
That involved selecting 2,800 houses
that have not had a repair in the past
year — those that have not had active
engagement with us — and going out
to make sure that those properties are
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do more. We look forward to working
with colleagues to ensure that we
refocus and reframe our efforts to do
even better than we have been doing.

occupied. I am happy to share with you
today the progress on that.
19.

20.

21.

22.

All this is being done to ensure that we
give the issue the right attention, focus
on the level of the problem with our
stock, ensure that we are proportionate
in tackling that problem and give
confidence to the PAC and our board on
that front.
Mr Cameron Watt (Northern Ireland
Federation of Housing Associations):
Thank you, Chair. Like my colleagues, I
welcome the report. I think that housing
associations have been doing a lot of
good work through systematic, robust
housing management, which has picked
up tenancy fraud and other types of
fraud. However, I accept that there is
always room for improvement. I think
that this report is helping all of us to
develop a more structured and proactive
approach, which, I am sure, will help us
to do even better.
As the report acknowledges, for a
number of years, our members have
undertaken a range of tenant surveys,
censuses and audits. That work has
intensified in recent years, because
of the prospect of welfare reform, and
because it is business critical for our
members to understand our tenants in
more detail than ever. We have also had
anti-fraud strategies in place. Housing
associations have had to have those as
a regulatory requirement. We accept that
dedicated tenancy fraud strategies have
a role. Since the report, our members
have been working in detail to develop,
refine and adopt them. I am confident
that, over the next few months, virtually
every association will have one finalised
and in place. We are working with
colleagues to implement the rest of the
recommendations, including establishing
the Northern Ireland tenancy fraud
forum, sharing good practice, running
joint training with the Housing Executive,
working on the more systematic use
of photographic evidence, getting the
information-sharing protocols in place,
and what have you.
This is a valuable report. Associations
have been doing good work, but we can
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23.

The Chairperson: Thank you. The recent
‘Spotlight’ programme mentioned a
figure of over 2,500 and maybe more.
Do you believe that that figure is right?
Is it higher?

24.

Mr Haire: Could you clarify what
the 2,500 figure in the ‘Spotlight’
programme referred to in particular?

25.

The Chairperson: Fraudulently occupied
properties.

26.

Mr Haire: I think that it came from
the Audit Office calculation from the
2% process. As you have seen in the
documents from DCLG, it extrapolated
that level from a survey of 6,000 houses
in London in that process. It is useful. It
shows that there are real and sizeable
issues in this process. It will take us
several years of surveying. One of the
big issues is to start working on regular
audits of our process. Before we get a
sense of that process, is that picking
up a different structure of housing and
population movement than we find in
Northern Ireland?

27.

As I said, there have been three surveys
to date. In 2008, we had the work
on operation blitz on nearly 10,500
houses. As Mags indicated, that brought
60 abandonment notices and 15 or 16
houses —

28.

Ms Lightbody: 16.

29.

Mr Haire: That was the detailed work
we did in that detailed process. The
Housing Executive did work in Lurgan,
in relation to welfare reform, on 900
houses. I think that it found one
house in that process. Fold housing
association did a similar exercise with
750 houses. It did not find any. The
Housing Executive is presently doing
this year’s survey of 2,800 houses that
have not been in contact for over a year
because of no repairs. That has not
been completed, but indications are of a
low level.
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30.

31.

The Chairperson: Mr Haire, the National
Fraud Authority has estimated that the
cost of tenancy fraud to the public purse
is at least £1·8 billion, which is five
times more than housing benefit fraud.
That makes it the largest category of
fraud loss across local government in
England. Using the Audit Commission
figures for England, the Audit Office,
at paragraph 10, has projected that
as many as 2,500 Housing Executive
and housing association houses could
be fraudulently occupied. What is your
assessment of the number of social
homes fraudulently occupied?

32.

Mr Haire: As I described, our work to
date has shown lower levels at the
moment. We do not —

33.

The Chairperson: Do you have a figure?

34.

Mr Haire: The survey in 2008 gave us
a figure of 16 repossessions. You have
seen the abandonment levels that we
have achieved, which are in the report
as well. We see a lower level here. The
point that I want to emphasise is that
we recognise it will take some years of
careful surveying of this work to get a
sense of where exactly this figure lies in
this process. In GB, the fraud authority
has a sense that it is higher in that
process after the first year. It is an area
where there will be considerable work
nationally to get a handle on this one.

35.

is a change of focus from saying it is
just a housing management issue and
a breakdown in contract relationship to
seeing it as fraud and getting this focus
on it. That is a useful focus and out
of that, and if we work systematically,
better value can be achieved from public
assets.

So, the answer is that I am not sure
that that level is right. It will take us
some years to do it. It is important that
we get some sense of the metric on
this issue. The key figure indicates to
us that, every time a house is wrongly
occupied, £89,000 of property is not
being used for the right purpose. It
is a sizeable issue. We need to get a
size of it. We need to work out what is
happening right across our stock and
get a better estimate. At this stage, it is
too early to say whether it is 1%, 2%, or
that process.

I do not think that we are at the stage
to say definitely where that level is. The
point is that we see it as a significant
issue and public resource that we need
to be sure is being used correctly. There
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36.

We see it as a significant issue. We
are not confident that we can yet put a
figure on it at this level.

37.

The Chairperson: OK, thank you.

38.

Mr Dallat: Just to make sure that I got
this right, Will, are you saying that out of
a stock of 80,000 houses or whatever,
it will take you several years to find out
which ones are not occupied?

39.

Mr Haire: Sorry, are you asking about
checking the tenancy in all processes?

40.

Mr Dallat: Yes.

41.

Mr Haire: I am going to ask Mags to
talk about the process. We are doing
survey work. There is a whole process
in place here. As part of the action plan,
for example, all new tenancies will get
photographic evidence of records of
individuals. However, to do a survey of
all 80,000 would immediately mean
going to check and process every house.
The housing management process
should process that one. Regular
surveys, as proposed by the DCLG,
will give us time to build this issue up.
However, to get the exact level will take
time.

42.

Mr Dallat: If this was the private sector,
do you think that it would take them
several years to find out which of the
houses they owned were occupied?

43.

Mr Haire: Sorry, it is checking the
tenancy issue.

44.

Mr Dallat: I know.

45.

Mr Haire: We can take the ownership.
We have checked those issues out.

46.

Mr Dallat: I am talking about landlords
who have tenants. Would it take them
several years to check who was in their
houses?
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47.

Ms Lightbody: Perhaps I can come in for
the Housing Executive and let Cameron
respond for the associations. Landlords
are our core business, so in terms of —

48.

Mr Dallat: Is yours not core business?

49.

Ms Lightbody: That was the point I
was making. Sorry, I was not clear. We
could not wait about on any of this and
we never have. That was a bit of giving
you the assurances of what we have
always been doing. We are going to be
taking additional actions. We have the
estimates from GB, specifically from
England. We now have to test the extent
of the issue. We have 88,000 houses
that we must make sure every day are
occupied and occupied appropriately.

50.

From people applying for a house
through to succeeding to a tenancy,
we do intensive checks as part of our
day job to make sure that the right
person gets the right house. What we
are doing through the tenancy fraud
strategy, though, is getting into some of
those other actions, such as targeted
auditing. We did the major blitz a few
years ago. We have done 2,800 houses.
We are going to be doing those targeted
approaches by way of an extra check
to detect fraud. For example, 2,800 of
our houses have had no repairs; that
is not to say no contact. This particular
blitz is just looking at those houses.
Gerry will, perhaps, give a sense from
the fraud strategy of the actions that
are happening because we are not and
never have been waiting on this critical
and very serious issue.

51.

place, whereby if we fail to get access,
we follow them up.

Mr Gerry Flynn (Northern Ireland
Housing Executive): I will add to that. To
make contact and to try to understand
who is in the properties, we look to
the relationship between our housing
officers, who are in regular contact with
our tenants, and our technical staff,
who are constantly visiting our units of
accommodation. I will use the example
of our heating servicing, where we have
an annual servicing programme for our
oil and gas installations, covering about
6,000 properties every month. Across
the year, we would hit over 70,000 of
those properties. There is a process in
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52.

On top of that, we are targeting these
properties. We mentioned 2,800
properties. We took a sample across our
maintenance database and identified
2,800 properties that had no requests
for repairs in the past 12 months. On
average, we get about three or four
repairs for each property, so it had
been suggested to us that something
was perhaps not right. In following that
through, we have closed out quite a
significant amount of that work. To date,
we have recovered a small number of
properties, but there are still 200 or
300 of those properties to be finished.
However, the results that we have been
finding are consistent with the big blitz
that we did in 2008 and with the smaller
blitz that we did as part of welfare
reform. We need to continue to do that
every year, and it will be a targeted
programme that is based on analysis of
the data that we have and the contact
that we have with our properties to
support our day-to-day work.

53.

Mr Haire: In addition, of course, there
is the data-matching process, which is
significant. We have the National Fraud
Initiative every two years, and there is
a matching process for the six-monthly
reports that we get from the Department
for Work and Pensions (DWP). There
is a monthly data transfer between
the SSA and the Housing Executive.
We have a phenomenal amount of
data-matching work that goes into our
single investigation service, which also
investigates the houses. So, there is
a whole series of processes that look
constantly at this issue and that drive at
this question.

54.

Ms Lightbody: There are extra triggers.
Every time there is a change in anyone’s
benefit entitlement or core benefits,
that will trip a trigger into our housing
benefit system, which usually results
in a claim being suspended and the
case going into our rents system. All
those flags will come from a number of
directions that ask us to go and check.
The vast majority are just changes
in circumstances, but it lets us get a
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handle from every different direction
on tenancy occupation, if I can call it
that. The extent of the problem will be
quantified and refined, and we will make
sure that we are on top of it. There
will be yearly audits, but we will keep
refreshing.
55.

56.

checks did not yield a single case of
tenancy fraud.

Whether we have the same level of
issue is an interesting point. If we look
at the English analysis, we can see
that the problem is more predominant
with flatted houses. If we compare
our stock profile to that in England,
we can see that the profile of houses
to flats in England shows that roughly
45% are flatted compared with houses.
Seventeen per cent of our stock is
flatted, and the vast majority of our
stock comprises houses. Fraud is
easier to detect in those circumstances,
and on top of that, we have 800 front
line staff who are out in communities
actively looking for these issues and
supporting our customers. We will also
have those eyes and ears, in that if
there is a sense that a house is not
being occupied, a call will go in. So, we
have quite a different profile. Seventy
five per cent of the stock in Scotland,
for example, is flatted. You will know
that from the profile that came from
Glasgow housing. That gives us a sense
of things, but between ourselves, we
need to carry out a review to get a firm
handle. The estimates are very helpful
in focusing everyone’s attention and
quantifying it to make sure that we have
a host of actions to manage it properly.
Mr Watt: The 2% figure is very sobering,
and, as the permanent secretary
said, it gives us an indication of the
potential scale of the problem. As I
indicated, our members have been
intensifying their efforts to survey and
audit their tenancies. As I mentioned,
in preparation for welfare reform, Fold
and Clanmil Housing, which are two
of the best-run organisations with the
most robust housing management,
have between them carried out targeted
audits and surveys of around 1,250
tenants whom they considered might be
at risk of the bedroom tax. Those 1,250
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57.

Clearly, work needs to be done to ensure
that, across the board in Northern
Ireland, we are taking a consistent
approach to identifying and quantifying
the issue. As Mags Lightbody said, the
fact that we have a lesser proportion of
flatted stock is a plus. Also, about one
quarter of our members’ properties are
in care and support schemes, meaning
that they are supported specialist
sheltered housing where you have an
on-site presence every day, so there is
therefore less scope for tenancy fraud.
There are some smaller communitybased associations with perhaps 100
or 200 properties that are walking the
streets in a tightly confined geographical
area every day. I think that, in those
circumstances, there is less scope for
tenancy fraud. So, I am encouraged that
our members’ initial work suggests that
that 2% figure may be on the high side
in estimating Northern Ireland’s figures.
However, we are in no way complacent,
and we need to do more work to
accurately establish the baseline and to
tackle it.

58.

Mr Easton: As we are all aware, housing
tenancy fraud is the use of social
housing by someone who is not entitled
to it. According to the Audit Office report,
there are six types of tenancy fraud.
According to that definition, how many
instances of tenancy fraud have been
detected in the past three years?

59.

Mr Jim Wilkinson (Department for
Social Development): Using the
definition in the paper, abandonment
has been the highest area of tenancy
fraud in Northern Ireland. Mags and
Cameron touched on that. That is
not uncommon, in that the Audit
Commission had a similar finding
about tenancy fraud outside London’s
metropolitan areas. The Housing
Executive has recovered around 800
properties over the past three to four
years, and the figure is something
similar for housing associations. When
the Housing Executive started collected
the data, really from 2011 onwards,
on average, it found that it has been
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recovering between 200 and 250, and
for housing associations the figure is
roughly between 100 and 120.
60.

Mr Easton: So, between the two of you,
1,600 houses have been abandoned,
with approximately 800 for housing
associations.

61.

Mr Wilkinson: Sorry, no, it was 800 over
a four-year period. It is roughly about
300 a year. The Housing Executive has
been collecting figures on abandonment
since 2011-12. As my colleagues
indicated, at lot of the issues on tenancy
fraud, particularly with abandonment,
will have been treated as housing
management rather than fraud. So,
it was not collecting the figures as a
fraud total; it was collecting them to
finding out how many houses had been
abandoned.

62.

Where the specifics of some of the
fraud cases on subletting in particular
are concerned, I can say that those
cases have been relatively minor. There
have been a handful of cases rather
than a significant number. It is mostly
abandonment.

63.

Mr Haire: My understanding at the
moment is that there are three cases
of subletting, one of which is with the
PSNI. The Housing Executive has one
case on false information for housing
applications with the police. I think
that 22 cases on false succession and
unlawful assignment are in your system,
and I also think that there are two cases
on providing misleading information
during a right-to-buy application. That is
the present level, but abandonment is
the big theme and the big issue.

64.

Mr Easton: Were you indicating that
the subletting issue was down to
management mistakes, as opposed to
fraud?

65.

Mr Wilkinson: The abandonment
category, which is by far the largest,
was what the Housing Executive and
housing associations have been
treating as housing management, and,
therefore, they were not notifying it
through as fraud. Obviously, we have
put new processes in place. Those

will start from the beginning of this
financial year, and they will be cited to
the Department and to the Audit Office
as fraud cases. However, until then, they
were being treated primarily as housing
management, with the priority being
gaining possession of a property and
putting it back into use. As I said, the
other categories were relatively minor
compared with that. Will gave the figures
for those.
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66.

Mr Easton: To go back to the
abandonment issue, are you saying
that you did not know about some
abandoned houses but that, according
to your figures, that was not fraud?

67.

Mr Haire: Gerry will give a sense of the
abandonment issue.

68.

Mr Flynn: As the chief executive said
at the beginning of the meeting, it was
the badge that was attached to the
action. In serving abandonment notices,
our actions have always been classed
as housing management. Under the
definition of tenancy fraud now, those
abandonments are called tenancy fraud.
So, if you had to rebadge it, we would
class the actions that we have been
taking all along as dealing with tenancy
fraud.

69.

Mr Easton: So, is it fair to say that,
between 2000 and 2012, the Housing
Executive and housing associations
recovered 368 abandoned properties?

70.

Mr Flynn: On average, we are recovering
about 150 or 160 properties every year
and are serving abandonment notices
to in excess of twice that number. The
process is that property is identified
as potentially being empty, you serve
the abandonment notice, and, on
many occasions, people come forward
because they have been on holiday
or caring for a relative. The process
being followed completely through
results in about 18 or 20 properties a
month being recovered by us. That is
all abandonment and, under the new
definition, will be called tenancy fraud.

71.

Mr Easton: So, will they all be treated as
tenancy fraud until proven otherwise? In
some of those frauds, have people been
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claiming housing benefit at the same
time?
72.

73.

the IT system is set to pick that up
and will flag up that there is a question
to be asked. Often, the answers are
innocent, such as a new tenant who has
not switched their main benefit address
over, but it lets us ask the question.

Mr Haire: We double-check that in the
system. There are examples in the
NIO report. We have checked, and, if I
understand it right, the majority of those
have not been claiming housing benefit.
Obviously, we do those checks to see
whether there are any questions. We
have a process for fraud issues, and
housing benefit is a very significant
issue in itself. We have processes in
place in the Housing Executive, which
is responsible for the area, as well as
in the SSA, which works on the process
to look at that issue and to make cross
connections to share information to
check that all aspects are covered.
Mr Easton: Obviously, housing benefit
fraud is attached to some of that. Is that
right?

74.

Mr Haire: There are potentially such
cases.

75.

Mr Easton: You do not know how many.

76.

Ms Lightbody: The housing benefit
trigger that we get often comes from
eyes on the ground, with housing
officers out doing their business and
matching data with benefits and housing
benefits. So, if someone were to make
a claim for their main income support
at one address and claimed housing
benefit at another, that automatically
sets off the trigger that something is
not right, and it will cease the claim. We
will then make contact. If we find that
the person has been living at the other
property and occupying it but claiming
benefit, that will allow us to take the
property back, take action against the
tenancy and deal with the benefit issue.
So, it triggers two actions.

77.

Mr Easton: You will not know that they
are claiming all their benefits from the
one property.

78.

Ms Lightbody: We will know that from
matching data with the SSA’s system.
One of the key triggers in countering
benefit fraud generally is that, as soon
as there is any change of circumstances
or any different addresses tripping up,

37

79.

Mr Easton: If they have not changed
their mail for the benefits, no matter
what it is, you will not know about it. Do
you see where I am coming from? If a
person is pretending to live in a house
that he has under the Housing Executive
but is living with his girlfriend and is
subletting, and all his mail and so on is
still registered to the address that he is
meant to be living at, you will not know
whether he is there unless those things
kick in. However, that will not happen if
he does not do that.

80.

Ms Lightbody: You are right; the data
matching would not trigger that. We
would hopefully detect that through a
host of other checks, such as housing
officers being out or any issues with
rent, etc. The data matching would not
catch that, and we would have to rely on
other actions.

81.

Mr Haire: In 2012-13, 3,126 cases were
referred to the housing benefit matching
service, and 695 fell into the potential
non-residence category. All referrals
were investigated, and I think that 67
cases of claimant error were discovered.
Those are examples of how we are using
the database.

82.

When we get the information, the
Housing Executive will send cases to
our single investigation service in the
SSA. Further investigations will be made
either of the data or by other means of
surveillance to try to get a handle on the
issue.

83.

Mr Easton: I do not know whether you
can do this, but it would be interesting
to know how much housing benefit fraud
has cost the Housing Executive. It would
be interesting to get that breakdown, if
you know what I mean.

84.

Mr Haire: We will try to look at that and
will come back to you on it.
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and whether we get judgement through
criminal process.

85.

Mr Easton: OK. I will move on to other
questions.

86.

Do you have figures for other types
of tenancy fraud? What is the extent
of the problem in subletting or false
succession, for example?

94.

Mr Easton: Let me get this right: no one
has ever been taken to court for tenancy
fraud, because the law is not there to
cover it? Is that what you are saying?

87.

Mr Haire: As I indicated, we have
covered 22 cases of false succession in
five years. On subletting, we are looking
at two cases at the moment. You have
examples here. Subletting is interesting.
In the London market, where rental
levels are obviously very different to the
Northern Ireland situation and where
there is a whole issue between what
the market dictates and social renting,
it seems that a very strong pressure
is being produced. That is why, in fact,
the focus of the English and Welsh
legislation is on that issue. However, as
I say, at the moment, our indications are
that there are lower levels. The key point
is that the cases need to be followed up
and worked through.

95.

88.

Mr Easton: How many prosecutions
have there been for tenancy fraud so
far?

Mr Flynn: I will deal with that. Basically,
what is now defined as tenancy fraud
has, for many years, been classed for
us as housing abandonment. Housing
abandonment is a breach of your
tenancy conditions. It is not a criminal
offence. It is a breach of your tenancy
agreement. The remedy for a breach
of your tenancy agreement is recovery
of the property. We do not have to go
through the courts system to do that.
A statutory process has been agreed.
We serve a 28-day notice, and we use
that notice to avoid going through the
courts. So, all those abandonments
that we have reported every year are
done through administrative procedures
that avoid the court process. You go to
the court process only when somebody
challenges that.

96.

Mr Easton: Do you think that you now
have the laws in place to do that?

97.

Mr Flynn: What the legislation does
now is add weight to the offence, in that
it becomes a criminal offence and the
penalties that go with it are much more
stringent. Therefore, the focus —

98.

Mr Easton: Have you not used it yet?

99.

Mr Flynn: We do not have it in place yet.

100.

Mr Wilkinson: Perhaps I could add
that the legislation for processing
fraud in Northern Ireland is the Fraud
Act 2006, which lends itself to certain
types of tenancy fraud that are being
pursued, such as subletting and false
information, which are covered by the
Act on tenancy fraud. However, as the
Housing Executive has indicated, its
priority and that of housing associations,
has been on abandonment, which is the
recovery of property.

101.

Obviously, any cases of abandonment
and fraud that also had a benefit fraud
would fall into the benefit regime. The

89.

Mr Haire: To date, there have not been
any in this process, because a large
proportion of the abandonment issue
has very much been looked.

90.

Mr Easton: So, does that mean that, at
present, there have been none?

91.

Ms Lightbody: We are looking at two
potential cases using the Fraud Act
2006. It is a general fraud Act; it is
not specific to tenancy fraud. We do
not have that legislation here, so it
is currently not a criminal offence in
Northern Ireland. Picking up on the
report itself, we are taking — is it two or
three cases, Gerry?

92.

Mr Flynn: Do you mean processing
cases? There are three.

93.

Ms Lightbody: We will try to take three
cases through as test cases using the
Fraud Act 2006. The burden of proof
is then clearly in a criminal space. It
will be down to the amount of evidence
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years ago, I can say that, before there
was specific legislation in England
criminalising social tenancy fraud and
making clear what that covered, English
local authorities and social landlords
would not have brought very many cases
of tenancy fraud under the Fraud Act, for
the reasons that we outlined. Looking
at the impact of the new legislation
in England and at whether it is having
an effect and how it dovetails with our
legislative position is really worthwhile,
because I think that it might act as
a stronger deterrent against tenancy
fraud. I think that some of the provisions
on data sharing might help social
landlords to get quicker and better
access to the data that they need to
prove cases.

English legislation that was introduced in
2013 and came into operation in 2014
relates specifically to tenancy fraud,
with a particular focus on subletting as
a criminal act. We are currently looking
at that legislation through the Northern
Ireland Tenancy Fraud Forum with a
view to considering its applicability in
Northern Ireland and its benefit. We are
also monitoring progress in England on
any cases that have been taken under
that Act.
102.

The Chairperson: We need to strengthen
our legislation in line with changes that
are being made across in GB.

103.

Mr Wilkinson: Yes. As I said, we are
looking very closely at tenancy fraud.
We are looking at our Tenancy Fraud
Forum to give us advice on that. We
have analysed the legislation that was
introduced in England in 2013, as well
as some from 2014. We are looking
at its key provisions on the specific
category of criminal tenancy fraud
from subletting and some legislative
provisions to enhance data sharing. If
we want to bring it forward, we would
obviously do that for consultation.
Should that new legislation be
introduced in Northern Ireland, we hope
to take it forward as soon as possible.

104.

Mr Easton: Was there not a Fraud Act in
2006?

105.

Mr Wilkinson: Yes. Maybe I should be
clearer about this: the current legislative
provision for tackling fraud in Northern
Ireland is the Fraud Act 2006. The
Housing Executive is pursuing three
cases under that Act.

106.

Mr Easton: OK. So, you are doing only
three cases now, but, since 2006, you
have not done any cases through the
courts. Is that the case? You have been
pursuing cases under this —

107.

Mr Wilkinson: It is fair to say that no
cases were taken under the Fraud Act
until recently. Most of them —

108.

Mr Easton: Is that not a bit poor?

109.

Mr Watt: Having worked in social
housing in England until a couple of

110.
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Ms Lightbody: Where the Housing
Executive is concerned in that context,
the Fraud Act 2006 covers Northern
Ireland, not the tenancy fraud Act. We
have been using a legal agreement with
our tenants as the quickest and most
effective means of getting our properties
back, as well as of tackling any other
issues, such as people who have given
false information applying for a house.
Our drive has always been to get the
house back by the quickest route. We
took legal advice on the use of the
Fraud Act, following the patterns in Great
Britain. Some of that legal advice — I
am looking at the English application
of the law — warned that you are then
into court process, and it can take an
experienced court process team 18
months to get a decision to proceed.
However, just now, we are happy with the
three cases that we think that we have
been able to build intensively. It has
taken a long time and a strong bank of
evidence for us to approach the Police
Service and the Public Prosecution
Service (PPS) to say that we believe
that these are criminal acts. Most of
our actions have been successful using
the activity just described, such as
the Department’s position. Similar to
England and Wales, do we need our own
dedicated tenancy fraud Act as a way to
really quantify the issue? For landlords
like ourselves, would that give us a
quicker route to get houses back?
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111.

Mr Easton: Why are you using the Fraud
Act and not the tenancy agreement for
those three examples? Why have you
chosen to go down this route now with
these three cases? Is it because of the
‘Spotlight’ programme?

112.

Mr Haire: It actually comes from
the Audit Office report. As I said, we
welcomed that very much. There has
been a shift in thinking right across the
British Isles about how to handle this
issue. We have very much gone with
that shift. As the Audit Office said, there
are aspects and powers in the 2006
Act that need to be tested, developed
and used. We do not necessarily need
to wait for additional new legislation.
So, we have been very encouraged by
the fact that the Housing Executive is
trying to make sure that we get some
of those cases to see whether we can
test that legislation. Therefore, with
that experience, we can see whether
we can use some existing laws, as well
as having this debate, which we have
to have, on whether new powers are
necessary. It is particularly in the area
of subletting that powers have been
taken in GB. We want to know how big
an issue that is in Northern Ireland and
how best to deal with it.

113.

issue. So, the other frauds are quite
specific. We are testing some through
the Fraud Act as it exists, and we are
looking at provisions in the tenancy
fraud Act in England.

Mr Wilkinson: It is worth reflecting on
the Audit Office report. We agree that
the vast majority of tenancy fraud will
be detected and addressed through
the actions that it has advised in the
various positive housing management
issues. There is also a legislative route
for certain types of fraud. The Fraud Act
lends itself to certain types of fraud,
which are being tested to see whether
they cover false information. The new
tenancy fraud Act in England will lend
itself to certain types of fraud as well,
such as subletting for profit. However,
the vast majority of tenancy fraud, as
described in the Audit Office report and
that we are finding, is abandonment,
which neither legislative provision can
deal with. Our legislation in Northern
Ireland, with the serving of notices
of possession, is quite far advanced
and is a good route for dealing with
abandonment, which is our primary
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114.

Mr Hazzard: I want to come in on the
back of some of Alex’s questioning.
Jim, you mentioned looking towards
the development of the legislation in
England over the past couple of years,
especially on subletting. The ‘Spotlight’
programme revealed a similar issue
with organised crime, where a loyalist
paramilitary was shown to be involved
in a similar practice. In England, is there
the same focus on organised crime
syndicates in the use of subletting?

115.

Mr Wilkinson: Some of the Audit
Commission fraud reports mention the
potential for organised crime and that
it can be a profitable area. The new
legislation has dealt with subletting for
a profit and the proceeds that come
from that. That is one specific area in
the tenancy fraud legislation in England
that we will be looking at. Gerry might be
better placed to comment specifically on
some of the allegations.

116.

Mr Flynn: Obviously, I cannot go into
detail, because one of the cases that
we are talking about is the case where
someone has been subletting, and
there is the potential for a criminal
offence. So, we cannot really talk more
about it. In such a case where there is
a potential criminal offence, it is worth
having a formal piece of legislation that
could result in a criminal conviction.
That would add weight to some of what
we are trying to do here.

117.

Mr Hussey: I listened to quite a bit
of information here. You can get an
information overload, and you may not
get some of the answers that you are
looking for. How big of an issue do you
think that housing fraud is? How many
houses do you think are being used
fraudulently?

118.

Mr Haire: As I said, the figure is 2%,
which is 2,500 houses. That is taken
from a London survey. The figures that
we have from the Northern Ireland
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surveys indicate a lower level than that,
but I believe that it is too early for us
to say exactly what the figure is. That
comes from the material that we have
had to date. We have had three surveys
that show lower levels when you are
checking all those tenancies.
119.

Mr Wilkinson: I suppose that there are
three areas to triangulate it from. You
have the Audit Commission estimate
of 2%, which takes you to 2,500; you
have the annual recovery of abandoned
properties, which sits at around 300
to 350; and you have the specific blitz
campaigns, which are coming in at
around 0·1%. So, you have gone from
2% to 0·3% to 0·4% to 0·1%. I think that
it is a case of carrying out ongoing work
to determine the correct level.

120.

Mr Hussey: I can understand Fold
Housing Association not having an
issue with this, because, clearly, it is
supervised regularly. The figures show
that 6,000 properties a month have a
visit of some sort about oil, coal and
whatever else. That is 72,000 houses
a year. We have 800 front line staff. Are
they housing officers, or are they in the
local offices? Who are the 800 front line
staff?

121.

Mr Flynn: Those 800 are a combination
of our housing officers, our maintenance
officers and our planned maintenance
technical officers, who are employed to
work on big planning schemes. It is all
those people who have a regular contact
with the stock.

122.

Mr Hussey: In most cases, you are
relying on members of the public to
report fraudulent activity. It seems to me
that we could be more proactive in this,
and, given that you have 800 front line
staff, why can we not see a very quick
tenancy audit? You are talking about
that taking several years, but why would
it take several years when you have 800
staff there and 6,000 houses a month
that are being visited? Why are all these
pieces not being brought together so
that, in one go, we could nearly have this
done in one year?
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123.

Ms Lightbody: The Housing Executive
is not waiting years to see whether our
houses are occupied. We have firm
evidence of them being occupied. We
are out in the houses and are over the
door in the communities, and tenants
are in contact with us regularly. So, on
that particular decision this year, the
blitz that we did was on customers who
have not had a repair in a year. We are
checking our systems; we will be on
the phone; we will be in our offices;
and we will be over the doorstep with
them. We have a firm handle today on
our properties being occupied. In the
blitzes, our approach is to keep picking
different areas each year to get to
houses. We are out in the communities
in serious numbers, and we do hear
from the community, but we do not rely
on that. We are the landlord. We are
there every day for anyone who has not
been in touch. The main issue is that
it is a customer service. We go out to
see whether our tenants are OK. We
are using that to make sure that the
property is properly occupied by the right
person. We are not, and we would never
consider, waiting years to see whether
our houses are occupied. Customers —

124.

Mr Hussey: I am not suggesting for one
minute that you are waiting years for
it to happen. What I am saying is that
I do not believe that you have a firm
handle on things. Certain people will
not contact you because they will do the
work themselves. In some instances, it
takes so long for the Housing Executive
to call around that they will do the work
themselves. They will maintain their own
property. Some people are very proud of
their home, and they will carry on doing
that.

125.

Here we have a situation in which
there is a possibility of housing fraud.
That affects not just the Housing
Executive but our constituents. We
have people coming into us, looking
for a home, on a regular basis. It is a
home that they want. Never mind the
Housing Executive: they want a home.
As I said, I feel that a lot more could
be done. You have 800 front line staff
who are regularly out in the community,
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could give up to 83 tenancies or they
could give up 10. We will know the
outworkings of the 2,800 properties
within the next four weeks. We will then
sit back and analyse what we find from
that exercise. We will look at whether we
can build on that for next year, whether
there is something that we can add to
it in the middle of the year or whether
we should have a different approach,
and we will then try to focus our efforts,
on top of the day-to-day work and the
regular contact that we have with our
properties.

particularly in smallish towns such as
Omagh. We had this discussion when I
sat on the Committee for Finance and
Personnel. For rating purposes, Omagh
District Council sent its staff out to find
out what houses were unoccupied. That
was done very quickly.
126.

127.

Mr Flynn: We went back to do the
repairs analysis because we generate
over 400,000 repair requests a year.
On average, there are four or five
repairs a property. Therefore, you would
expect some contact from the tenant.
We targeted those 2,800 properties
because there were absolutely no
repair requests. That may well have
been because some people were very
proud and wanted to do their own
thing, or perhaps they did not want to
be disturbed. However, we felt that it
was a potential indicator of people not
living in those homes. We have almost
completed that exercise. Of the 2,600
properties on which we have closed out
our analysis, we have recovered five.
One of the five properties happened to
be that of an elderly person who is now
in a nursing home. The family has now
given up the keys to the property. Under
the definition of tenancy fraud, that lady
was committing tenancy fraud, because
she was not occupying the home
that was her home. Of the remaining
properties —
Mr Hussey: Surely, in those cases,
where somebody is ill or in hospital, the
person can hold the tenancy for up to a
year.

128.

Mr Flynn: Absolutely, but we were not
notified of what was going on. As far
as we were concerned, the property
was empty. If people have an intention
to return home, they can keep their
property. That lady has decided to give
up her tenancy.

129.

We have not completely finished the
exercise. Currently, we have 83 live
abandonment notices, where, to all
intents and purposes, we do not have
sufficient evidence that people are
occupying the homes, but we have got
to follow due process before serving
the 28-day notice. Those 83 notices
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130.

Mr Hussey: Homeless people face major
issues: bank accounts are difficult to
get; people do not have a permanent
address; and children who are living with
their parents find it difficult, because
they may be in one house today and
another tomorrow . That is the case
until they get permanent housing.
That is a major issue. You referred to
people applying for houses and having
to produce various documents. That is
how you are doing it now. If people have
not been living in a fixed residence,
they are not going to have that sort of
information.

131.

I do not see how taking a photograph of
somebody is going to be that big a deal.
People change over the years. Once, I
was thin, but look at me today. I accept
the idea of a passport, driving licence, or
whatever, but those things are difficult to
obtain if you have not got an address to
which they should be sent.

132.

It is my understanding that, from
2008-2012, £40 million was spent on
providing temporary accommodation,
and half of that was funded through
housing benefit. Should alarm bells
not have been ringing when, year on
year, the amount continued to rise
to the extent that, in 2012, almost
£10·5 million was spent on temporary
accommodation? Does that not cause
major concern in the Housing Executive?

133.

Ms Lightbody: A recent report
documented the increase in
homelessness. As well as being a
landlord, our statutory function is to
make sure that anyone who is in those
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dreadful circumstances is supported,
gets accommodation and, where
suitable, gets settled accommodation.
134.

For some of the customers who present
as homeless, temporary accommodation
will be an option that they will need for
a while. They may need lots of support
before they are settled in permanent
accommodation, if that ever happens.

135.

We have seen the numbers going up,
and we have to make sure that every
property of ours is occupied to create
those opportunities and that every
property in the housing association
sector is occupied. We have also been
looking at private sector options to make
sure that we can get people settled into
accommodation. We have been looking
at the newbuild programme, and so on,
and maximising that.

136.

The increase in numbers is a trend that
we are in, and we have been part of
the analysis and review. The Housing
Executive’s board strategy, working with
DSD, is refreshing how we deal with that
and trying to make us more creative
in how we deal with homelessness,
through having a range of housing
options. A key issue is making sure that
there are enough properties available
for the people who are presenting as
homeless.

137.

Customers who come through our door
saying, “I am homeless”, have to go
down a statutory route to be assessed
and get their entitlement. In GB, there
are more housing options when you
come in the door. If you are able to
settle straight away in permanent
accommodation, get the landlord in up
front and centre in those discussions.
For people who need more support and
help, temporary accommodation and the
Supporting People services come in.

138.

We are live to that issue, but you are
right that it brings it to life when we
wear both hats. We look after the
homelessness responsibilities, so we
must make sure that there is adequate
supply and that, internally and in the
associations, every house is used.
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139.

Mr Hussey: Three quarters of the cost
of temporary accommodation was spent
on private rentals. The landlords would
have thought that that was a great idea.
How much was that monitored by the
Department? Was there any monitoring?
What measures were used to try to
address that figure? Three quarters of
£10·5 million is almost £8 million.

140.

Mr Wilkinson: To put the homelessness
issue in context, the Department is very
aware of the issue and has a robust
homelessness strategy in place.

141.

Homelessness figures over the past
five years have been relatively constant,
as have the causes of homelessness
and the number of people presenting
as homeless. Each year, the Housing
Executive will have around 20,000
people presenting as homeless, and
between 9,000 and 9,500 will be
accepted as being homeless. The
reasons that those 9,000 give for being
homeless primarily include sharing
breakdown, which makes up 30%;
accommodation not being reasonable,
17%; and potential loss of private rental
accommodation, 14%. Other reasons
make up the rest. It is the responsibility
of the Housing Executive to assist those
9,500 to 10,000 people in finding
homes.

142.

We have seen a shift. We may talk a
bit more about this, and Mags touched
on it, but how do you meet that urgent
need? We have seen an increase in
the private rented sector as an option
for meeting that need. That has been
categorised by a decline, relatively
speaking, in hostel accommodation
being provided, as individuals prefer to
be housed in the private rented sector
and bed-and-breakfast accommodation.

143.

Therefore, the issue of homelessness
has been fairly constant. There is a
homelessness strategy in place to
try to reduce it, and our strategy is to
try to deal with homelessness before
someone become homeless. The private
rented sector, and Gerry might talk
about this, is becoming a sector that
provides accommodation. In Northern
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the figure is probably not as high as
has been suggested by the Audit Office.
Even if it were only 1%, that is still quite
a number of houses. What are you doing
to be proactive? You said earlier that
you are going to do several years of
surveying and all the bits and pieces,
but what will you do proactively to try to
get that done as quickly as possible?
This is an issue that has to be resolved
quickly, and then we can move to
rehouse people who need housing
and a home. It is the home that is the
important issue.

Ireland, 130,000 households are
housed in the private rented sector.
144.

Mr Hussey: I am going to go slightly
off track, Chair, if you do not mind. One
of the reasons that people present
as homeless is that their present
accommodation is not reasonable.
Some private places become beyond
a joke. People do not want to live in
hostels. They want a home. I go back to
the point that I made at the very start:
people want a home. The bedroom
tax issue caused major consternation.
I do not think that even the Housing
Executive has that many one-bedroom
flats. You accommodate people in
two-bedroom flats, which is the sort of
minimum. That is the case in the private
sector as well. People will have to be
housed in a two-bedroom flat, apartment
or whatever. In some instances, they
are going to have to sublet to a second
person in order to be able to afford it.
The housing benefit will be based on
one person, so the fact that you have
two rooms is neither here nor there.

145.

Mr Haire: There has been an active
discussion about the whole question of
bedroom issues and how those would
be resolved here. I am not talking about
that.

146.

Subletting is acceptable in the system.
The key point is the process. The
question is whether people are doing it
for profit or not doing it in an appropriate
way in the process. In England, where
they have the bedroom tax, one of the
issues is that organised subletting is a
key part of the process to resolve some
of the issues. All of that emphasises
the need for the broader issue of having
very strong housing management of the
social housing stock and the ability to
have the information and the options in
front of tenants to make sure that they
get the solutions that they need.

147.

Mr Hussey: I am going to come to the
end, Chair, you will be glad to hear.

148.

We have looked at a lot of things.
Recovery has increased in England as
a result of being proactive to address
the issue. I feel that you believe that
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149.

Mr Haire: Let me start off. We touched
on some of the survey work, but the key
point is that all the actions put down
as good practice in the report are the
very actions that the Housing Executive
is going through at the moment in
doing the process. We are looking at
the whole question of tenancy fraud.
We have not decided yet on whether
to have a dedicated hotline, but there
is a 24-hour phone line for people
to report the issue. We already have
almost 60 specialist neighbourhood
officers in place. We are doing the
targeted tenancy audits that the NIAO
and [Inaudible.] We are doing that
work. We are looking at the question
of a specialist tenancy fraud team. In
fact, there are already five staff in the
Housing Executive. We are trying to see
whether we should broaden that issue
to connect the housing associations. We
are doing all the data-sharing processes.
We are doing the publicity-raising of the
issue. The Housing Executive and the
housing associations are on the case
on everything being done in GB to push
the issue up and make it public. The
question started off about size. It is
important that we get a handle on what
we really believe is the figure so that we
can drive the issue. We are doing all the
actions that are being recommended in
GB.

150.

You talked about the recovery levels
in GB. Northern Ireland is above the
recovery levels in the GB regions.
We saw the figures. We are already
achieving above those levels, and we
believe that we can go even higher. Our
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legislation is better than GB’s, because
it is much quicker for that process. We
are far from complacent, because, as
you said, it is about getting people into
homes, but we are on the case on a lot
of things.
151.

Mr Hussey: The main issue that I want
to see resolved is fraud. Somebody
keeping a home from somebody else
is worse than anything else. The fact
that somebody is keeping a home that
could house a family is the main thing.
That is my main concern. People are my
concern. You can sort out the pounds,
shillings and pence with whomever. We
are worried about people.

152.

Unfortunately, Chair, I have to leave you
now. I hope that our guests do not think
that it is because of something that they
said or did not say. [Laughter.]

153.

The Chairperson: Thank you, Mr Hussey.

154.

Mr Copeland: Will, if I may be familiar,
I do not share your optimism about the
levels of fraud. Those of us out knocking
on doors, particularly in Belfast or
other urban areas over the past couple
of days, are aghast at the number of
properties that appear to be unoccupied,
yet some of them also appear on the
electoral register. It is frightening, to be
quite honest with you.

155.

I am confused. There are two issues
here. There is the Public Accounts
Committee, which looks at the money,
and then there is the stock management
of the Housing Executive. This is the
Public Accounts Committee, so it is
the money aspect that I am as much
interested in as anything else. A
property can be lawfully occupied and
yet still have a degree of housing benefit
fraud going on in it, through having
someone in the house who should not
be there. Alternatively, the person who
is in the house and who should not be
there has another property elsewhere.

156.

that I like torturing people, but the cry
for people not to have a house but, as
Ross said, a home is overwhelming.
However, we have this mishmash — with
due respect to all the components of
the mishmash. We have social housing
provided through the Housing Executive
and social housing provided through
housing associations. Both do a slightly
different but equally commendable job
within social housing. We also have
a whole morass of privately rented
landlords, some of whom are good
and some of whom are atrocious. Any
investigation into fraud concerning
housing benefit in particular would be
better swinging a long-term and a shortterm lamp in that direction, but that is
neither here nor there.

I have been dealing with housing for
almost 10 years. Mags probably has not
had the benefit of my emails yet, but her
predecessor used to get them at 3.00
am on a Sunday. In fairness to him, he
came back to me fairly quickly. It is not
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157.

After that statement, I come to my first
question. How does your Department
ensure that the Housing Executive and
housing associations view tenancy fraud
as a high priority? It has been around for
a very long time. We had the ‘Spotlight’
programme, where we went back to
2009. The history of this and the
potential for fraud goes back an awful
long way beyond that. Without going
over all the same ground again, what
reassurance can you give us that the
Department has taken steps to ensure
that this is regarded not only as a high
priority but is treated as a high priority,
because the two things are different?
Perhaps Mags can say something on
that as well.

158.

Mr Haire: We recognise that there
has been a shift in thinking from what
was good housing management and
dealing with it in that way. There has
been a shift in thinking towards fraud.
The Tenancy Fraud Forum has been
set up in Northern Ireland, and there is
information-sharing around that process.
Therefore, we are getting the Housing
Executive to lodge cases with the focus
on that area. At the same time, I have
a team in my housing division that
has regular meetings with the Housing
Executive on fraud issues, and that is
linked into the system. A subcommittee
of my departmental board focuses on
fraud. You know very well, because
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and our customers of the impacts of
tenancy fraud and the consequences for
folks who commit it.

we have discussed it previously, that
housing benefit fraud is a major issue
for us. We have very specialist teams
involved in that process.
159.

Mr Copeland: Fraud is dwarfed by error,
both by customers and the Department.

160.

Mr Haire: Yes, and you also know how
we are driving both those down very
significantly. We had considerable
concern over housing benefit fraud,
and we are working with the Housing
Executive and our specialists. We have
set targets for a reduction in housing
benefit fraud. As you know, if welfare
reform were to change, we could bring
those things together. Somehow, we
have to find a different solution. There
is a whole series of processes, and we
have a very strong focus departmentally
on fraud issues. Like everyone else,
we see abandonment as a core issue.
It has come into our fraud structures,
and we will drive that forward. As I said,
the resources are there, and we are
focusing on that process. It is early
days, but the move that took place in GB
was paralleled by the move in Northern
Ireland. The Housing Executive was very
proactive in leading that. That is the
sign that we take tenancy fraud very
seriously. We share your commitment on
the issue. It is about making sure that
the houses are used for the purposes of
the needy.

161.

Ms Lightbody: I will not bore you again
with the years of action that we have
been through.

162.

Mr Copeland: It was not boring.

163.

Ms Lightbody: We keep refreshing the
action plan. We already have additions
to make to it. We have been working
with the National Fraud Forum, which
has fairly commended the work done
to date and checked everything that
we have done to see whether we are
missing anything. Its sense is that we
are pretty much doing everything that
it would recommend as good practice.
The best practice focuses on strategies
that deal with prevention, because that
is always the better bit, so it is about
building cultural awareness with staff
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164.

The strand after prevention is detection.
We have been bolstering our issues
there on how we get more staff out in
the communities. We are making sure
that we are live to the issues such
as data-matching and to how we can
gather from modern technologies all
the triggers that tell you that there is
something to go and look at.

165.

You will see from our evidence that
the vast majority of cases are genuine
and innocent, but we are finding the
perpetrators of tenancy fraud and taking
action. The bit that we want to keep
focusing on is the find strand, which
is the response once you find tenancy
fraud. Huge successes come from
using the breach of the tenancy, be that
through non-occupation or whatever, to
get people to hand back keys. That lets
us get the property into occupation as
quickly as we can with the least cost
involved.

166.

In cases in which we have our
suspicions and there is denial, it is
really intensive. In one particular case
that has been on our radar and that
came through whistle-blowing from our
colleagues in the fraud office, there
have been 30 visits in six months alone
by our front line teams to try to detect
fraud and build enough evidence. Those
are the cases in which we see whether
we can build enough evidence to use the
Fraud Act. That is our penalty. We need
to get some cases to highlight publicly
that we are willing to use criminal
legislation to deal with fraud, not just
the tenancy bit. We will keep on doing
that. Hopefully, you will get enough of
a sense of how important it is to us,
wearing a homelessness hat and a
landlord hat. I am sure that Cameron will
want to comment.

167.

Mr Watt: As a recognition that we have
been taking this seriously, I will point
again to the recovery levels that we have
had over the past four years, which,
as colleagues have already pointed
out, are better than those in GB. That
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demonstrates that we have been taking
the issue around abandonment very
seriously and have been effectively
dealing with it, although we do want
to do more. As a result of the report,
we are refocusing, reframing and reintensifying efforts to support tenants
at every stage. For example, at tenancy
sign-up stage, there are pre-tenancy
classes so that our tenants know their
rights and responsibilities. We raise the
awareness of fraud, encourage people to
report it and tell them how they should
report it. We and the Housing Executive
are doing early tenancy visits in the first
six to eight weeks. Increasingly, we will
do those unannounced following the
evidence and the recommendation in the
report that more of those visits should
be unannounced to help detect fraud.
168.

169.

Like the Housing Executive, our
members are doing targeted monthly
estate visits. Apex is recruiting active
tenants so that, on each estate, there
is someone that it can go to who has
a particular knowledge. It is walking
the estate with those active tenants
to identify anything suspicious and
any properties that seem not to be
occupied. It is making it easier through
a range of means, including modern
media, for people to report the problem.
Apex has done the tenancy audits and
surveys on a three-year rolling basis,
and it is now going to audit 100% of
tenants every year, partly to deal with
this issue.
There is definitely more that we can
do. Clanmil Housing, for example, is
using technology more smartly. Mags
mentioned key fobs, and Clanmil already
has that key fob technology, and quite
a number of its schemes are using
key fob data records as well as CCTV
evidence to establish exactly who is and
who is not using a property in a flatted
block. Work is ongoing to make photo
ID systematic. Housing associations,
along with the Housing Executive, are
beginning to ensure that tenants have
photographic ID at sign-up. There are
areas in which we can do more, such as
on the information-sharing protocol.
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170.

I hope that that gives you a sense that,
between the Housing Executive and
housing associations, social landlords
here are on the case. We are taking this
seriously and recognise that we can do
more, and we are working together to
improve further.

171.

The Chairperson: I will allow Mr Girvan
and the Deputy Chairperson to ask brief
supplementary questions.

172.

Mr Girvan: I want to ask about that very
point. We are hearing what you are doing
and what you intend to do, but if we
look back to 2011-12, 363 properties
were brought back in by process. There
obviously must be some areas that are
performing very well, but, according
to the documents provided, there are
a number of offices in which not one
property was detected. I am thinking
of Banbridge, Newry, Armagh, Antrim
— I represent the Antrim area — and
Limavady. Is there a reason for that? Is
it possible that those offices have taken
their eye off the ball because of other
priorities, or are those areas occupied
by very law-abiding citizens? Is it the
complete opposite? Is there a fear to
act on tenancy fraud because of the
potential ramifications of knocking on
doors? I want an honest answer to that,
because I know that staff sometimes do
not go to certain areas because of what
might happen.

173.

Ms Lightbody: I will bring Gerry in on
some of the detail. However, driving
that consistency was a big thread of
the training for all our staff. We wanted
to raise awareness of tenancy fraud.
Part of a housing officer’s training is
to do those regular visits and to learn
what to do when it is suspected that a
property is empty or not occupied by the
right person. There is a process to go
through.

174.

You are right. Gerry and his team have
been looking at using indicators of other
trends of good practice or bad practice.
We chose to do training and used the
National Fraud Forum specifically on
that. All front line staff were trained in
how to deal with tenancy fraud, how
to see it, how to action it and then
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how to create an easy process in the
organisation to get consistency in how it
is recorded. I will bring Gerry in on some
of the specifics.
175.

Mr Flynn: It is a valid point. There
are things that we look to in order to
triangulate where we focus our energies.
Where, in a given period, we have offices
that do not report any instances, it could
be because of a mixture of the things
that you mention. It could be because
all the stock is occupied — there may
be no flats — or because there are
inconsistencies of approach. As a result,
we have invested in retraining everyone
in a consistent way of reporting and
recording tenancy fraud. We have set up
a system to manage the data, and that
will help us to take a broader overview.
You can see in recent years that there
is a spread of reporting right across our
offices.

176.

We will continue to monitor all that
information, with a view to helping
us focus particular exercises on an
annual basis to supplement the dayto-day work. There is a view across the
piece that no matter what the stock is,
there is a chance that some of it may
not be occupied. Where an individual
office reports absolutely no unoccupied
properties, it could be right, but the
trigger process will be used to follow
up on that assertion and check it. We
will do further audit work ourselves and
perhaps do a mini blitz on a particular
estate.

177.

I was interested to hear the comments
made earlier, particularly by those of you
who have been electioneering recently,
about the number of properties that
you have come across that are empty.
I would be keen to follow up on that
with any Committee member who has
information. I am sure that you did not
record all the addresses that you visited,
because you have enough to do, but
such things can add to what we are
doing day and daily. The public reps are
out there, and they can find out these
things. There may be a genuine reason,
but it does no harm for us to follow it up.
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178.

Mr Haire: You will remember that, in the
‘Spotlight’ programme, Budget Energy, I
think it was, found 133 empty houses.
Obviously, we checked those out. I
understand that, of those 133 houses,
36 were Housing Executive houses, two
of which you think were in abandonment,
and 13 were housing association
houses. You checked those tenancies,
and all of them were fine.

179.

Mr Watt: They have all been checked.

180.

Mr Haire: The rest, therefore, were
private sector houses. As you know, on
many of our Housing Executive estates,
only a minority of properties may be
Housing Executive-owned and there
are a lot of private houses. In that one
example, we checked that issue and
found two abandoned houses from the
social sector.

181.

Mr Girvan: I appreciate that we are
dealing with tenancy fraud here as
opposed to the possibility that some of
those are benefit fraud issues, where
housing benefit is being claimed by
private landlords. They may well have
no tenant or a tenant who is in receipt
of housing benefit but not necessarily
living there. That is another very serious
thing and it is a fight for another day,
but it is still public money. I am focusing
on the inconsistencies between one
area and another. If you go five miles
down the road to Newtownabbey 1 and
Newtownabbey 2, you will find similar
numbers of properties where that is
done, but if you go another five miles
up the road to Antrim, you find none. It
does not add up.

182.

Mr Watt: Some of the variation in
the numbers will clearly be down to
variation in practice. We will be working
with colleagues in DSD, the Housing
Executive and the NIAO to make sure
that the high standards of practice are
rolled out across Northern Ireland. It
is to be expected that there will be big
variations according to whether the
area is a high demand or a low demand
area, whether it is urban or rural or
whether some of the stock is specialist
or supported. It will be a combination of
some variation in practice and the big
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variations in the type of stock and where
that stock is.
183.

184.

185.

186.

Mr Dallat: I just want to make a brief
intervention. Mr Watt, you certainly
create the impression that you have
been extremely proactive on this whole
thing. How many housing associations
are in your federation? There are 33
listed here.
Mr Watt: At the moment, we have about
25 registered housing associations.
The number of housing associations is
dropping all the time because they are
consolidating. A lot of the smaller care
and support providers and communitybased associations are merging with
other associations. At the moment,
we have about 25 registered housing
associations.
Mr Dallat: You mentioned a couple of
housing associations in particular as,
I assume, exemplar material. Apex
recovered four houses in 2009-2010.
You also mentioned Clanmil, which
recovered two. However, in the same
year, 14 of your housing associations
recovered none and indeed, in the
next year, recovered none. In the third
year, when they were amalgamated, 10
housing associations recovered none.
That is not exactly a good performance,
is it?
Mr Watt: A high number of those are
specialist care and support providers.
The list includes the likes of Abbeyfield,
Wesley, Craigowen and others that are
specialist care and support providers
and have an on-site presence in
sheltered and specialist and supported
housing schemes. I would be astonished
if some of those reported any tenancy
frauds. It would be a big failure of the
association if there were any cases.

187.

In others, for example, the likes of St
Matthews in Short Strand, which has
188 properties in a very tightly defined
geographical area —

188.

Mr Dallat: Alpha has 3,402 properties
and managed to recover four. They were
not all sheltered houses.
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189.

Mr Watt: I am sorry, are you talking
about Clanmil or Alpha? Alpha, again,
is all sheltered housing, so I would be
astonished —

190.

Mr Dallat: I am sorry — Apex.

191.

Mr Watt: Overall, Apex —

192.

Mr Dallat: That was the one you held up
as an example.

193.

Mr Watt: Apex has good, robust housing
management in place. It has a very good
tenancy strategy, and I would be happy
to share that with you. It is doing estate
visits.

194.

I would point overall to the level of
recoveries, which has been pretty
consistent. Again, it is difficult to get
a baseline, but the baseline from GB
would suggest that overall, from our
movement, the 0·4% is a pretty solid
record.

195.

Mr Dallat: Let us take the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive as the
baseline. You are not even in the
running.

196.

Mr Watt: The level of recoveries for the
Housing Executive and associations is
comparable.

197.

Mr Dallat: Not in my book.

198.

Mr Watt: I do not know which figures
you are looking at.

199.

Mr Wilkinson: It is 0·3% for the Housing
Executive and 0·4% of total stock for
the housing associations, so they are
probably similar.

200.

Mr Dallat: OK, I will come back later.

201.

Mr Copeland: I think paragraphs 34 to
38 of the Audit Office report give it that
housing associations have no tenancy
fraud strategy and the Housing Executive
got one only in April 2013. Would you
agree that having a strategy amounts
to only having a bit of paper unless you
implement it and do something with it?
Could you give us some indication of the
timescales for the implementation of the
strategy in both sectors?

Report on Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland

202.

203.

Mr Copeland: So, it is being
implemented as we speak.

204.

Mr Haire: Absolutely. The process
was put in place in 2013 following the
development in 2012. We have to get
all the federations. They are working it
through and are committed to getting
that in place. We will then regularly
monitor that departmentally and be
able to come back and see where we
are coming in this process, work that
through, see what central initiatives we
have to take in that process, especially
in the question of publicity, and see
how it connects into our wider fraud
strategies and put that in the process.
We are in the early days.

205.

Mr Copeland: Are any sanctions built
into your strategy should those who are
charged with implementing it on the
ground fall short of the mark in your
view?

206.

Mr Haire: There are two elements. One
of our housing association guidelines
is that we put that clear process into
place. Therefore, as we are the regulator
of it, we will do that process and that
becomes part of the regulation. The
housing associations are clear about the
regulations and work strongly to make
sure that they fulfil their obligations.

207.

208.

regular systems link those together. A
key service that everybody receives is
our single investigatory service in the
SSA, which acts on behalf of everybody.
It is connected and focused.

Mr Haire: Absolutely. A piece of paper:
it is about what you do with it in a
process. You have the action plan
already. You have the process. The
actions are already being rolled into
place. The action plans being put in in
Northern Ireland are very much in the
same timescale as what has happened
in GB.

Likewise, we have strong governance
processes with the Housing Executive.
We have regular meetings at a variety of
levels to check what is being delivered
in that process. Obviously, we also
have the NIAO as our external auditors
looking at this process. There is a whole
series of processes that are working
through this.
At the same time, this fits into a
departmental-wide anti-fraud strategy
and our fraud work in the SSA, and
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209.

Mr Copeland: With all strategies,
whether tactical or strategic, you know at
certain stages where you are supposed
to be and whether you are there. It is
how you intend to track. It is fine having
a strategy; it is a starting point for
everything. It is fine getting it rolled out,
but, unless you are able to monitor and
check progress against the milestones
that are built into it, it becomes difficult.
I do not want to go into the details, but
are you content that the milestones and
checking mechanisms are there and that
there are sufficient branch lines from
the strategy to fulfil the objective?

210.

Mr Haire: The overall strategy has
been in that process from the outset.
You have been questioning me a lot
about the size of the problem and the
issue here. I said that we still need
survey work to get a stronger feeling on
that issue. We have the management
information put into the Housing
Executive and the reporting systems
are now starting to flow, so we get the
suspected cases, and we will work that
through to the system. We then have to
get all those templates through. It then
becomes connected with our housing
benefit fraud work and becomes a
subsection of our fraud strategy, and is
reported on that basis.

211.

The Department has strong systems in
this area, and it fits naturally into that
area. It is a complex bit of anti-fraud
activity because there are some complex
cases, and it is a question of how you
get that process and people moving and
what their intentions are. However, we
want to get that correctly done.

212.

Mr Copeland: In my experience, the
housing benefit section of the Housing
Executive performs in a fantastic
manner, certainly in getting back to any
queries that I have had. It does not tend
to be associated with fraud.

Minutes of Evidence — 14 May 2014

213.

The starting point for it all is housing
benefit and payment, because, if you
have a tenant who is not receiving
housing benefit, it is unlikely that they
are going to be committing benefit fraud.
That is not to say that everybody who
is on housing benefit is going to, but
it is certainly more difficult for them
if housing benefit is not in payment.
So, the starting point for it all is where
housing benefit is in payment. Beyond
that, if you bought a television set
recently, you would have somebody
knocking your door within two days
wanting to know whether you have a
TV licence, so there are ways in which
state agencies can check and, to me,
they do not involve rocket science.
Will, again — sorry, you are getting the
brunt of it — why, before now, did the
Department not require a dedicated
tenancy fraud strategy from both the
Housing Executive and the associations,
when the evidence from England was
pinging on the radar showing that there
was an issue?

214.

Mr Haire: As you said, the evidence
pinged in GB straight away. It was
actually one month later, after the GB
statement, that the Housing Executive
was already working on the issue and
broadening it out. We are seeing lots of
initiatives from GB —

215.

Mr Copeland: Did the activity in
Northern Ireland start within the Housing
Executive or within the Department?

216.

Mr Haire: It was the Housing Executive
that led on the process here, because it
was connected into the process.

217.

Mr Copeland: I did, with respect,
address my question to the Department.

218.

Mr Haire: The point is that we were
aware of the work because we were also
obviously aware of the blitz 2008 stuff.
We knew that they were on the case,
and we picked up very quickly that they
were doing the consultation within a
month.

219.

Mr Copeland: Would it be true to say
that, in this case, the Housing Executive
was ahead of the Department?
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220.

Mr Haire: Absolutely. We work in close
partnership on the issue.

221.

Mr Copeland: Credit where it is due. I
am a big fan of the Housing Executive.

222.

Will the housing associations be
required to produce tenancy fraud
strategies? At what stage will they be
required to produce them or will they
be bound by the strategy tailored by the
Housing Executive? How will you ensure
a coordinated, strategic approach across
all local social housing providers?

223.

Mr Haire: The housing associations
have committed themselves to
producing those. It will become part of
the regulatory requirement. As you know,
we do regular revisions of our guides,
and, the next time, it will go into that
process to make sure. At the same time,
you are asking about best practice and
how it is gathered together. The tenancy
fraud forum will be the body that will
make sure that connects.

224.

Mr Copeland: I just want to get it right
in my head. So, originally, the provider
of social housing was the Housing
Executive. Then, for reasons that are
historical, we developed the housing
associations on the fringes of that.
Are we now going to replicate that
slight disjointedness by having one set
of protocols adopted by the Housing
Executive, which is responsible for
housing benefit, and a self-policing
set of protocols brought forward by
the associations, or is it going to be a
standard strategy, instead of protocols,
across everywhere? Housing benefit is
the source of all of it, and that comes
through the Housing Executive.

225.

Mr Haire: On housing benefit, it is acting
as an agent of the Department.

226.

Mr Copeland: I understand that, but it is
the source.

227.

Mr Haire: The issues are wider than
housing benefit, as we have described.

228.

Mr Copeland: I understand that, but it is
a starting point.

229.

Mr Haire: I suppose the answer is that
we are not laying down one template
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be confident that there will be good,
robust systems in every association, as
a result of sharing good practice, and as
a result of the baseline that the housing
association guide will provide.

to say, “You must do exactly this
process”. I will be extremely surprised,
when all the housing associations have
produced their strategies, if they are
not fairly similar. Cameron made the
point that small associations where
people are actually walking — the St
Matthews solution — will be somewhat
different from the Apex solution. The
processes in the folds or the sheltered
housing where people are dropping in
with tenants three times a day will be
somewhat different. That is absolutely
right. People should do it the right way,
but there will be commonality and,
clearly, as we regulate and look at those
things, we will want to check that we
are happy. It will be done in a collective
process. I am sure that that is what
Cameron is seeking to achieve. That is
the culture in which the associations are
working.
230.

Mr Watt: Housing associations are
already far advanced in developing
their strategies. By late summer/early
autumn, we will have almost complete
coverage of the finalised strategies.

231.

Mr Copeland: Who is responsible for the
approval, if approval is necessary?

232.

Mr Watt: In the first instance, the board
of each association is responsible for
ensuring that it has robust governance
procedures to tackle tenancy fraud
and all other aspects of housing
management. The Department, in
its regulatory capacity, will ensure
through its inspection process that
those controls are robust and that
associations’ tenancy fraud strategies
are adequate and strong.

233.

We are working across the piece with
the Department and the Housing
Executive through the Northern Ireland
tenancy fraud forum to share draft
documents and good practice, so that
we get consistently good practice across
Northern Ireland. For example, the
housing associations and the Housing
Executive have had joint staff training
in that area. We are working on a
range of activity together. So, although
each association may have a slightly
different approach, I think that we can
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234.

Mr Copeland: Finally, I noted Will’s
comments about some of the smaller
housing associations. You will be
very aware that the activities of some
very small housing associations in
certain matters such as allocation had
ramifications that shook the whole
system to its core. So, the fact that they
are small does not particularly matter.
What matters is the fact that they all
operate in a broadly similar manner
and do not disadvantage any section of
the community for any reason. That is
why I am a great believer in standard
regulation right across the board, if that
is at all possible, or vis-à-vis protocols.

235.

Mr Dallat: Maybe I can go back to
the issue of collaboration. To pick up
on your last point, Mr Watt, is there
collaboration between different housing
associations to find out who might be a
potential fraudster?

236.

Mr Watt: There is collaboration in
tackling that through sharing good
practice. At the moment, there is
some information-sharing between
associations. We also have an
information-sharing protocol with the
Housing Executive, which can hopefully
help to tackle tenancy fraud and other
issues. To be as fully effective as we
want and need to be on the matter, we
need better information-sharing with,
for example, utility companies, so that,
if we suspect that a property is not
being used, we can get, as of right,
the information that we need from NIE,
Phoenix or whomever to see whether
electricity and gas are being used. So,
there is sharing of information and good
practice across associations and across
social landlords more generally. I think
that information-sharing and better
information-sharing protocols are really
important.

237.

Mr Dallat: To what extent are the
housing associations participating in the
National Fraud Initiative?
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238.

239.

Mr Watt: Up to this point, the National
Fraud Initiative in Northern Ireland has
entirely involved public sector bodies. No
non-statutory bodies have participated
in the National Fraud Initiative. As you
know, although housing associations
deliver a major public service, we are
charitable organisations and social
businesses.

very useful vehicle for ensuring that we
get consistently robust action across all
social landlords.

As you know, one of the report’s
recommendations is that housing
associations consider participating in
the National Fraud Initiative and other
data-matching exercises. We worked
with the NIAO to get a briefing explaining
the National Fraud Initiative and what
it might offer to associations. We also
hosted the NIAO at one of our housing
management seminars with members
to explain the National Fraud Initiative
and how it might help associations to
tackle tenancy fraud and other issues.
As a result, Helm Housing has already
signed up to participate on a trial basis
in the next round of the National Fraud
Initiative in Northern Ireland, which,
I think, is encouraging. I know that
one or two other big associations are
seriously considering whether and how
they can participate in the next round
of the National Fraud Initiative. So, we
are very open to using it. If two or three
big associations participate in the next
round on a trial basis and that goes well,
we can hopefully broaden it out to the
rest of the movement for the round after
that.

240.

Mr Dallat: How much of this activity is
generated through the tenancy fraud
forum?

241.

Mr Watt: The tenancy fraud forum is
relatively new, but I think that it has
already been useful in getting joint
training between the Housing Executive
and housing associations, for example,
and experts have been brought over
from GB to do awareness-raising. There
are also issues around informationsharing across social housing, for
example. We are addressing those
through the forum. We have had only
a few meetings; we are still in our
early days. We are developing a work
programme, and I think that it will be a
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242.

Mr Dallat: It seems, Mr Watt, that there
is a lot to do.

243.

Mr Watt: I think there is a lot more
that we can do. We could use the
latest technology, such as the National
Fraud Initiative and the housing
management tools that allow us to get
better information. I spoke about the
key fob data, for example. New tools
are coming along all the time. We are
starting from a sound base of very good,
robust housing management in the
Housing Executive and in the housing
associations. Codifying and unifying a lot
of that action, with a specific focus on
tenancy fraud, will allow us to do even
better.

244.

Mr Dallat: You mentioned your
relationship with the utility providers.
At what stage is that relationship with
electricity, telephone, water and so on?

245.

Mr Watt: Up to this point, when our
members have tried to get access
to information from utility providers,
particularly the electricity companies,
it has been hit and miss. Sometimes,
they have been able to get access to
information about whether electricity
is being used and how much is being
used. Since a lot of meters are on
the outside of homes now, some
associations are training their staff to
be able to read whether electricity has
been used. At this point, we are yet to
formalise information-sharing protocols,
and I know that the Housing Executive
has been leading on that. Gerry may
wish to comment. We hope that, as the
Housing Executive formalises those, we
will be able to arrange similar protocols
for our members.

246.

Mr Dallat: If you are on the Public
Accounts Committee long enough, you
see that it tends to come back to the
same things again. Will all the things
that you have set out be accomplished
in, say, four or five years, when there is
another Public Accounts Committee, of
which I will not be a member?
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matching government investment pound
for pound to build new homes. It is a
very successful model and allows a lot
more social housing to be provided in
Northern Ireland than could be provided
through public investment alone, but, as
providers of major public services, we
recognise that we are fully accountable.
We are, of course, subject to regulation
from DSD, as the housing regulator, the
new Charity Commission and the RQIA
for care and support services. We fully
understand our regulatory obligations
and seek to fulfil them as well as we can.

247.

Mr Watt: I am confident that we will
have made very good progress. As I
said, the report is very useful. It has
a number of practical actions that we
have been progressing in the months
since it was published. I am confident
that we will make good progress in the
next couple of years, working with our
members, partners in DSD, the Housing
Executive and the NIAO.

248.

Mr Dallat: Would you be happy to
provide a progress report on a regular
basis on what you have just promised?

249.

Mr Watt: Ideally, I would like to dovetail
any progress report to the Committee
with a regulatory inspection requirement.

254.

250.

Mr Dallat: Mr Watt, I know that you
are very keen to involve the Housing
Executive in this. I am quite competent
to ask them their questions. I am
focusing on the housing associations.

Mr Dallat: Ms Lightbody, just in case you
feel left out, are you prepared to give the
Public Accounts Committee the same
undertaking?

255.

Ms Lightbody: Absolutely. We will report
on our action plan to the board, and I
am happy to give data to this Committee
in whatever frequency and whatever
form suits.

256.

Mr Dallat: That is fine.

257.

Mr Hazzard: Ms Lightbody, on the back
of what the Deputy Chair asked, do you
feel that the Housing Executive has
made enough of credit data matching
in the North? We saw throughout the
report that it has been used quite
effectively across the way in Britain.
Is there scope to improve what we are
doing here?

258.

Ms Lightbody: Eighty per cent of our
customers are in receipt of benefit
support, and we use that to do the
host of data matching through public
systems. However, for the 20% of
customers who pay rent to us, we
have been looking at the use of credit
reference facilities. We have been
pricing that up. We have to make sure
that our actions are proportionate. We
will use that as a facility when we have
suspicion and other triggers rather using
that for every customer. As soon as
you make a credit reference check, you
leave a footprint on someone’s credit
history of a check having been done. We
want to check the costs of that and use
it proportionately. However, it will be a

251.

Mr Watt: I am happy to provide
progress reports. In order to minimise
the already significant compliance
requirements that our members face, I
would like those to be aligned with our
regulatory requirements, for example,
which are being enhanced by DSD.
One of the report’s recommendations
is that housing associations and, I
think, the Housing Executive, report
progress against the broader range of
measures for tenancy fraud and not just
the recovery of abandoned properties.
So, in order not to create a whole new
reporting mechanism and data-gathering
exercise, I think that it would be in
everyone’s interest to align our updates
to the Committee with, for example,
the data that is being collected through
housing associations’ annual regulatory
returns. Yes, we are absolutely happy to
report against progress.

252.

Mr Dallat: Finally, you made it very clear
that you are a charity, but you are aware
that you consume a lot of public money,
hence the Public Accounts Committee’s
interest in how that money is spent.

253.

Mr Watt: Absolutely. We are social
enterprises, but we are also charities.
We are providers of a major public
service. Housing associations are
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There is a real capacity to do that, but it
takes time to make sure that all those
things are in place.

useful piece of intelligence in the puzzle
for us.
259.

260.

Mr Hazzard: Across the board, we have
heard quite a bit about the MBUS team
or the forum across the way. Who is
taking the lead in that collaboration in
the North? If we are looking at sharing
good practice across each organisation,
who is responsible for taking a lead
and disseminating that information
throughout the systems, be it in housing
associations or the Housing Executive?
In two or three years, how do we know
who to hold to account if the sharing of
good practice has not worked?
Mr Haire: The lead connection into the
national fraud forum is the Housing
Executive. It is a joint collaboration.
The local one is a joint collaboration
between the Department, the housing
associations and NIHE. Ultimately, the
Department has to be responsible
because of its oversight of public
money, and it has to take the lead.
However, with the best practice in other
issues, we got very active involvement
and connection through the Housing
Executive. It is a genuine partnership
process here, but the accountability line
ultimately comes to the Department
first, and we then connect to the
Housing Executive and housing
associations.

261.

Mr Hazzard: Do you feel that
dissemination of the good practice is
getting to neighbourhood officers and
right down to the areas where it is
needed?

262.

Mr Haire: One of the early actions was
a full action. Three hundred staff from
the Housing Executive and housing
associations undertook training last
autumn and in early spring. That is my
understanding. That has been rolled
out for all staff in the process. They
key question is this: how do you make
sure that it gets to all staff? The point
has been made about the importance
of consistency in all offices, and you
have a common reporting system and,
if I understand it right, techniques
and software to do that. That will also
hopefully put that process in place.
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263.

Mr Hazzard: Finally, I will pick up on the
capacity. We are going into a process
with RPA, and there will be an increased
number of community agencies and an
increased amount of community activity
at a level that we maybe did not have
before. Do you see that as a help or a
hindrance? What potential is there for
increased collaboration at a community
level that we have maybe not seen
before?

264.

Mr Haire: The Housing Executive has a
very strong tradition of having a strong
connection with the community, and
there is a big focus on that. I think that
is something of which it is very proud.

265.

Mr Flynn: You make a very valid point.
Look at the structure of the Housing
Executive. We have kept our local
outlets but have reconfigured our
management arrangements around the
potential shape of the new councils,
so that we are providing services in
accordance with those broad council
boundaries. We increasingly work with
our community network, which is out in
our communities, day and daily, to help
us shape and improve our services. As
we move forward with the setting up
of the 12 new super-councils, there is
huge potential for us to work closely
with them in the services that we deliver,
bearing in mind that they have powers
to develop community plans. Housing is
the key element of community planning.

266.

Mr Hazzard: I definitely agree. Looking
at it from the perspective of Down
District Council, we have the Housing
Executive and council in the same
building. We would like to think that
there is potential for cooperation. Are
there plans in place for that? Are you
working to work plan or schedule to
start that engagement, or is it still
sort of in the ether? Is it an idea that
collaboration will be easier with RPA?

267.

Ms Lightbody: Gerry will come in
with more detail. I am arranging to
meet the shadow executives in the
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new organisations to discuss how we
can best work together. As to formal
arrangements, we will go round the
councils as we do every year with our
district housing plans, getting down to
the detail of what is happening in local
areas and giving the opportunity for joint
working. I am fairly extensively engaged
just now, but with RPA it is time for us
to refresh and see if we can do things
differently.
268.

Mr Flynn: The only thing I would add
to that is that we have just come from
our board away day, at which, as a
regular theme, we intend in future board
meetings to pick each of the district
councils and discuss our connection
with them. We will ask what are the key
issues that face them and start to build
those networks as we move forward.

269.

Ms Lightbody: Instead of meeting in
Belfast, we will take our board meetings
out and about to connect with the
councils in that way. That is one of our
ideas.

270.

Mr Watt: Similarly, housing associations
recognise that we need to work
more closely with local government,
particularly with local governments
taking on planning and regeneration
powers. If we are going to get new social
homes built where they are needed, we
have to have very good links with the
officials and councillors. And so, the
Northern Ireland Federation of Housing
Associations (NIFHA), as the trade body
for housing associations, will facilitate
much closer engagement with local
officials and all the new councillors. I
think that cooperation will be primarily
around the planning and delivery of
new social homes but, obviously, those
relationships can, hopefully, help in
tackling tenancy fraud and other issues.

271.

Mr Hazzard: I have just one last point
that I forgot to mention. We talked about
collaboration with Britain, but what about
cross-border collaboration? I am sure
that there are bound to be examples of
subletting in both jurisdictions on the
island.
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272.

Mr Watt: They are only now establishing
formal regulation of social housing in
the South. I am about to go to Glasgow
where the four federations of housing
associations in the UK, and the five
regulators — including the emerging
regulator in the South — are joining us
to try to share good practice. Tenancy
fraud is something I will raise. If there
is work that we can do on tenancy fraud
across the border, we will certainly look
at doing it.

273.

Mr Flynn: Your point is well made.
We have had previous connections,
particularly in our Newry and Mourne
offices, with Dundalk Council. In the
past, as an organisation, we have
worked with the corporation in Dublin.
However, as this is now a national
initiative, there is scope to expand it into
the South.

274.

Mr Rogers: Good afternoon, everybody.
Paragraph 42 states that the approach
to tackling tenancy fraud in Northern
Ireland is quite “unstructured”. Granted,
you said that the tenancy fraud strategy
is a working document at the minute.
I look at point 11, which states that,
in order to tackle tenancy fraud the
Housing Executive can take reports by
phone about tenancy misuse or fraud.
To me, that is quite a lame statement.
Further on, it says that one can use
a link on the website as well. My first
question is this: when someone makes
that call, how is that line managed?

275.

Mr Flynn: Do you mean in dealing with
tenancy fraud?

276.

Mr Rogers: Yes.

277.

Mr Flynn: Our system works in this
way. If you are a member of the public,
you just ring our dedicated number.
The call is recorded and passed to
the local office, and the local housing
manager passes it directly to the
housing officer responsible for that
patch in order for him to engage in a
series of investigations to determine
what is happening. The first port of
call is to check our data in relation to
the tenancy and follow that up with a
visit. That is the bedrock upon which
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our abandonment process is built.
It is about gathering intelligence to
determine whether an individual is there
and then following that up, usually with
a visit. There will be a visit and a calling
card, a second visit and a second calling
card, and then a letter giving a sevenday notice that we are going to serve
an abandonment procedure, which is a
28-day notice.
278.

Mr Rogers: Sorry; how is that served to
the house? If the house is empty and
they live four doors —

279.

Mr Flynn: It is a formal abandonment
notice. If they are not living in the
property, we serve a notice on the
property. A letter is sent, and a notice
is pinned on the door. If that is not
answered within 28 days, the Housing
Executive legally repossesses that
property. We will go in, change the locks
and reallocate that property.

280.

Mr Rogers: What if it is answered and
they are in the house when you arrive?

281.

Mr Flynn: You would then have a formal
process of identification: “Can you
confirm your name, national insurance
number and date of birth?” If someone
can confirm that they are Mr Rogers, for
example, and that that is their date of
birth and national insurance number, we
will follow up by asking, “Can you give us
formal proof of identification, a passport
or other photographic evidence?”
Someone who is trying to defraud
might know the name of the person
and have their personal details. So, we
follow up by asking for confirmation by
photographic evidence.

282.

This is what happens in a lot of cases
where we serve abandonment notices.
You can see from the numbers that we
are serving and the numbers that we are
repossessing that there is a fallout rate
of about 50% to 60%. That is because
people produce evidence that they are
living there. Those who do not do so are
the ones that we formally repossess.

283.

Mr Rogers: What if I present the
evidence and so on but, once you go
away, I go to my girlfriend’s house four

doors up and go back to living there? Do
you have any follow-up after that?
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284.

Mr Flynn: If someone provides the right
answers, you draw a line under it. On
occasions, we have had reports from
community people saying, “Listen, those
people are only there one day a week
because they are somewhere else.” We
will continue to follow that up. The proof
is always about having the evidence
with which to secure the property. If
someone is there temporarily and is
moving on, it is about getting sufficient
evidence to allow you to repossess that
property. People do have the right to
be at other properties. The burden of
proof is always in having the evidence.
Most of our abandonments are served
on vacant properties where the person
does not turn up. Those who turn up and
challenge are the ones that end up in
the court system.

285.

Mr Rogers: Is the data-matching suffice
to do that? John talked about the link
with the utilities, for example. If the
electricity bill shows that no units
are being used, will that be linked in?
Is there a link with local councils as
regards bin collections? Is it linked with
other things?

286.

Mr Flynn: A range of checks is carried
out in those investigations. You can
check the electoral register, but not
everyone is on the electoral register.
You can check with utility providers.
Some issues in the recent programme
concerned the ability to share data with
utility companies. Prior to deregulation,
they were public bodies and it was easy
to get that information. We have been
working with them recently to set up
a new forum that would allow utility
providers to share that information with
us. If we have evidence that Mr Rogers
is no longer living at this address,
we will ask, “What is his electricity
usage?” We are starting to create data
exchange arrangements to allow us to
gather that information to add weight
to the evidence that we were gathering
to determine that you were not there.
We also have credit reference crosschecking. Are people purchasing things
on credit and getting delivery to other
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those fraud cases through. In a sense,
we have reclassified it from being a
housing contractual issue, which was
not reported to the NIAO, to being a
fraud issue.

places? Are people on benefits and
getting those benefits paid to a different
address? We do all those checks to
gather the evidence as robustly as
possible so that we can retrieve the
property.
287.

Mr Rogers: The word “robust” was used
earlier. On the national fraud initiative
and data matching, how robust is your
system on a scale of one to 10?

288.

Mr Flynn: Pretty robust.

289.

Mr Rogers: Could it be better?

290.

Mr Flynn: You can always get better.
The more you do this, the more you
do exercises, the more you share best
practice with others and the sharper
you get at doing things, the more you
can build on that robustness. I believe
that we have a sound and fairly robust
approach, but there is always room for
improvement.

291.

Mr Rogers: But it is not up near 10.

292.

Mr Flynn: No, and I do not believe that it
could ever be at 10.

293.

Mr Rogers: On the same page, it states:

296.

Mr Rogers: So, none were transferred
in 2012 and 2013. Have any been
transferred this year?

297.

Mr Haire: I think that 80 have been sent
this year.

298.

Mr Kieran Donnelly (Comptroller and
Auditor General): Eighty-eight were
reported to me yesterday. One was
reported a few months ago. Prior to the
publication of this report, I had no cases
reported. That is one of the reasons why
we have got interested in the topic.

299.

Mr Rogers: The sceptic in me says
that, once this report came out, it was
a shot across the bows of DSD and the
Housing Executive.

300.

Mr Haire: We are quite open about the
issue. The point is that this was seen
as a key issue to do with managing
contacts, and we are quite clear that it
has changed the focus of how we look
at this issue. We think that we have a
sharper focus on this issue. We need to
work out exactly how to get this right in
the process, but we have no arguments
with the NIAO on this issue.

301.

Mr Rogers: It was pointed out earlier
that you were picking up the discussions
across the water and keeping an eye on
what was happening there. In retrospect,
why was it not picked up earlier that
these abandoned properties were a
fraud issue?

302.

Mr Haire: We were doing an exercise
even before GB really got going. The
blitz programme of 2008 was, in a
sense, very early on in the process. The
Housing Executive was feeling that it
was strongly on top of the management
issue on that one. As I said, the
perspective that everyone had was that
it was a housing management issue.
That perspective was common across
the entire housing sector in the British
Isles. In a sense, we are seeing a shift,
to look at this in a different way, to view

“All reports of potential tenancy misuse and
fraud will continue to be fully investigated”

294.

295.

On investigation, we heard earlier about
the blitz in 2008. How many cases of
suspected fraud were reported to the
Audit Office in 2012, 2013 and even
now in 2014?
Mr Haire: I have given you the ones
that are being pursued, but, because
abandonment issues were not being
forwarded to the Department and were
being seen as a housing management
issue, we were not doing that process
during that period. We now transfer
every suspected fraud case to the
Audit Office. In the early days, we were
not doing that because this was being
looked at as a contractual management
issue and it was not being transferred
to the Department. Since last year,
there has been a shift from looking at
it as a housing management issue to
seeing it as a fraud issue, and it is only
now that we are starting to get a flow of
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it as, ultimately, the misuse of a bit of
public investment. It is a fraud issue, in
that sense. That is the shift.
303.

Mr Rogers: Mr Flynn, I go back to the
earlier point about the telephone. Do
you think that the introduction of a
tenancy fraud hotline would be a good
idea?

304.

Mr Flynn: The introduction of a number
that people could contact as a quick
and automatic response to their view
of a property being empty is a good
thing. Hence, we have a number on our
website. It is our general number, which
is redirected to our local office. We are
in discussions with the Department and
others about having a dedicated fraud
number. The more that we do detailed
searches to identify the scale of this,
the more we look at the potential for
having a specific number. In previous
years, there was a national fraud
number that people used to use. That
was on our website and was for any
sort of fraud: for example, housing
benefit fraud. We have highlighted on
our website now that if you suspect
someone who has a Housing Executive
property of not living on that property
you should ring this number and we will
follow it up. That is what we have been
doing.

305.

306.

Ms Lightbody: We had reviewed whether
a different number would be better,
but, again, most customers know our
number and have it pinned up in the
house. As soon as a call comes through,
it is routed so that it is captured and
managed properly, that staff report it
in a consistent way, and we can get a
single handle on what is happening. I
have tried phoning, as a secret shopper,
and going online to make sure that
the responses are as we have set out
today. So, there is consistency, and the
added bit would be to perhaps have one
number for the whole sector. That is the
bit where we will consider whether that
might be a better approach.
Mr Rogers: Mr Haire, do you believe
that having one number for the complete
sector would be a good idea?
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307.

Mr Haire: We are trying to get it
consistent. It needs to be looked at
to see what the best communication
tools are. I am not an expert in working
those out. People know the Housing
Executive’s main call number; it is the
most accessible. If you have a separate
number, how do people know where
the number is in that process unless
you publicise the issue? We need to
investigate it and make a call on it some
time fairly soon. There are different
tendencies in government about whether
to go for distinct numbers or a general
number very well handled so that you
get a number of queries routed through
that one. That is the issue that we have
to decide on.

308.

Ms Lightbody: In the Housing Executive,
we are obviously keen, as, I am sure,
sector colleagues will be, that, as soon
as we get the call, we can action it.
From going live with it, three of the calls
in April were for associations. We have
been a bit of a gatekeeper before we
agreed to get them straight through to
the associations for management while
taking care of our own business as well.

309.

Mr Rogers: The report talks about the
unstructured nature in tackling tenancy
fraud. What are the key learning points
from the report that will make tenancy
fraud history? It will be difficult to make
it history, but how can you improve the
situation?

310.

Mr Haire: We now have a recognition
of the issue. We saw it in a different
perspective. It is now seen as an issue
that can be dealt with in this way. As we
have done with other areas of fraud, it
is a question of connecting your data
matching, information and hotlines etc.
How do you get it connected across
organisations? How do you get that
process? In a sense, we will apply the
rules that we have dealt with generally
in benefit fraud and connect to the
system here. The key issue for us is
about having a regular reporting system
and making sure that we check what
is going through this process and the
different parts of the system, from the
housing associations to the Housing
Executive. We need to look at the data
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coming in and see how it is applied. We
need to make sure that it is regulated
effectively in that process, and, at the
same time, that the practitioners are
meeting together regularly in the tenancy
fraud forum to learn in the process. As
we have demonstrated, there is quite a
complex set of issues around that. We
do that work together.
311.

312.

313.

314.

The other bit is that, for people who
may be committing tenancy fraud, there
may also be housing benefit fraud or
another fraud in the process. As we
do data matching in a much more
consistent way — and we are developing
that very strongly — those things will
start building up a strong platform and
process in that way. It is about having
a systematic process, going through
that, getting some metrics on it, saying,
“Where do we think we are?” and then
trying to measure how far we have
achieved it. It is complex.
We also have to work delicately in the
process. There will be cases of older
people in transition, who are moving out
of social homes and into care homes.
We have to make sure they tell us at the
right time so that we can get the home
for somebody else. There is a customer
care angle for public tenants. We must
be careful not to frighten people in those
difficult situations. I am sure that you
share that concern as representatives.
Mr Rogers: Thank you. As members
of the Public Accounts Committee, we
are concerned about how the public
purse is used. Each of us, as individual
representatives of our constituents, as
Ross said earlier, know that so many
genuine people out there need a home
and cannot get one.
The Chairperson: I have a couple
of questions before we wind up the
session. The fraud forum was mentioned
quite a number of times, Mr Haire. Will
you inform the Committee about who
is on it, how often it meets and who
it reports to, what specific priorities it
has in place, and what its targets are to
reduce tenancy fraud?
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315.

Mr Haire: I will ask Jim Wilkinson to
comment on the general question. It
is an early stage in the process. As
we discussed, we have not yet set the
targets in the process. We are looking
for the early surveys and the work from
those to give us a better sense of that
metric. There is a key action plan in
place. In the first year, the key issue is
to roll out all those actions and make
sure that all those processes are in
place.

316.

Mr Wilkinson: The Northern Ireland
Tenancy Fraud Forum was established
in November. It is hosted by the
Department, by our regulation inspection
head, and has three key focuses. The
first is to take the Audit Office report,
explore those areas of good practice,
implement what it can and look at
dissemination. For that reason, one
of its first actions was to create a
formal link with the GB Tenancy Fraud
Forum. That work is led by the Housing
Executive.

317.

The fraud forum also has two specific
areas that it has been asked to look at
and report back to the Department on.
One is the legislation that we talked
about and the value in it. The second
is about a single investigatory team,
which is also a key recommendation. We
have tasked it with looking at those two
issues early on. So, it is looking at best
practice and how we disseminate that,
linking with the wider tenancy forum
in the UK, and looking specifically at a
number of issues.

318.

Whilst each of the associations are
doing some work on what should be
the target, the priority is to put actions
in place that will increase the level of
detection and returns. So, rather than
have the target to meet, we want to see
the forum having an impact through
more homes being brought back.

319.

Mr Watt: The shared training that we
discussed, which the Housing Executive
and the housing associations ran with
GB experts, came directly out of the
work of the forum. That has been very
useful for all concerned. We are also
discussing how we take forward the
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protocols through that forum. It is early
days, but I am finding it very useful, as
are our members.
320.

The Chairperson: Going back to my
opening question; obviously there are
measures in place, but it is still safe
to say that the Committee’s opinion
is that your organisation was slow in
responding proactively to this very
serious issue, compared with what
happened in GB. You stressed that there
are measures in place, but the Audit
Office had to prompt to get the wheels
in motion.

321.

I want to mention the Apex strategy
that was mentioned earlier. That will be
coming to the Committee.

322.

Mr Watt: I am sure that Apex will
be very happy to provide that to the
Committee.

323.

Mr Girvan: I want to go back to one
wee point, Chair. I appreciate that you
were on a bit of a roll. It is about data
sharing, which is a vitally important
area. Data protection is a good loophole
for not giving information, and it has
been used by the Housing Executive on
many occasions with the likes of us. I
am sure that it is also used by agencies
that you try to contact in relation to
investigations of these types of matter.

324.

Is there an agreement about the sharing
of information where potential fraud
is being committed? Will the Housing
Executive buy-in and give you that
information in those circumstances,
or is it all process? I am thinking of
benefits in particular, which can be a
difficulty, because people do not always
give you information.

325.

Mr Haire: The different organisations
do not give you information. There is an
issue with public data: when we have
collected data from individuals, we are
meant to use it for the purposes for
which it was collected. In recent years,
we have done quite a lot of work to try
to break down those barriers and ensure
that there are legislative and other
legal covers to make sure that we can
transfer information.
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326.

Significant progress has been made
across those issues, and we are
continuing to make progress. They are
important issues. Of course, some of
this was put in place to protect the
public from the Big Brother concept, yet,
on the other hand, we know that some
of that information may be important to
the public, which is a counter argument.
We have done work on trying to break
down some of the barriers on those
issues. We have to make sure that we
use data legally, as we are required to.
We are often trying to get the right legal
position.

327.

Mr Girvan: If you have identified areas
in which there are difficulties; perhaps,
we, as legislators, could look at those
areas to ensure that there is a more
open forum to allow that to happen —
not to be abused. On many occasions,
I find that it is used as an excuse for
not giving information, as opposed to
helping people. Can you give us an
indication of areas we could look at to
see if there are ways that we could help
in moving it forward?

328.

The Chairperson: For every illegal
tenancy, there is a homeless person
who stands to lose out on a home.
That is the clear message that is being
sent out today. Some 20,000 families
present to the Housing Executive, in
housing stress, each year. Around
half are classified as being statutory
homeless, in which case the Housing
Executive has a duty to them. Obviously,
there is a cost to tenancy fraud. We
have heard about the social cost of
such fraudulent activity. That needs to
be addressed as a matter of priority. I
note in the Audit Office report that the
Government in England have provided
£35 million to local authorities to
prevent, detect and tackle tenancy fraud.
Given the seriousness of the issue, Mr
Haire, does the DSD have any plans to
provide additional funding here?

329.

Mr Haire: It is not an area in which
we have had any demand or requests
for funds to the process. The Housing
Executive has been very active in that
from its resources already. Looking at
the grants, I see that organisations
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are getting £10,000 or £15,000.
That money is being pushed down the
system. We have already seen the
Housing Executive and the housing
associations, very willingly and without
any requests, seize on those issues
very proactively. Most of these initiatives
are in England. We are not seeing that
activity in Scotland. Scotland has not
taken this. From our evidence, we can
see that Scotland is not pushing this
issue. In England, they have had to put
money into it to get some of it going,
but the organisations here have moved
without any financial —
330.

Mr Girvan: We have the invest-to-save
scheme. Every 100 houses received
back in would save the Northern Ireland
Executive £800,000 in revenue a year,
never mind the additional properties and
housing benefit fraud, and whatever is
involved there. That would be £800,000
of benefit back into the Northern Ireland
economy.

331.

Mr Haire: We are in discussions
about the invest-to-save scheme and
arguments about our entire benefit
fraud. That is an issue that we are
discussing widely with DFP, because,
as you know, the Department is heavily
invested in that area. We are in that
process.

332.

The Chairperson: In conclusion, we can
all agree that social housing plays an
important role in providing a home for
some of the most vulnerable people who
are in dire need. As I said, we believe
that the local social housing providers
have been slow in tackling the issue.
However, I take some comfort from
the range of measures that are being
proposed to tackle tenancy fraud more
robustly. Indeed, it seems to suggest
that you have not done that until now.
Ultimately, a more robust approach will
pay dividends in the long-term outcomes
in tackling tenancy fraud, homelessness
and helping those most in need, which
is where that priority must lie. As the
Deputy Chairperson alluded to, it is our
job to look at how public money is being
spent. Obviously, it is in the taxpayers’
interest to publicly know that. Thank you
for presenting here today.
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333.

Mr Dallat: I concur with what you
have said, but I want to follow up on
something I said earlier. Given that
most of the initiatives seem to be only
beginning, I suggest that, at some stage
in the future but not far into the future,
we have a follow-up report on what is
achieved.

334.

The Chairperson: Absolutely. It is
imperative that we do that. Thank you,
Mr Haire, Ms Lightbody, Mr Flynn, Mr
Wilkinson and Mr Watt, for coming here
today.
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Correspondence of 2 May 2014 from Department
of Social Development
From: The Permanent Secretary
Mr Will Haire
Lighthouse Building
1 Cromac Place
Gasworks Business Park
Ormeau Road
Belfast
BT7 2JB
Telephone: 028 90 829002
Facsimile: 028 90 829560
E-mail: perm.sec@dsdni.gov.uk
Michaela Boyle MLA
Chairperson
Public Accounts Committee
Room 371, Parliament Buildings
Ballymiscaw
Belfast
BT4 3XX

2 May 2014

Dear Michaela
PAC Inquiry into Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland
In preparation for the Committee hearing on 14 May 2014, please find attached figure 1
featuring updated information which is now available.
In addition NIHE has, since the publication of the report, undergone a restructuring
programme. Its office network has now been reduced from 35 district offices and 5 areas
to 12 areas and 3 regions. Appendix 2 provided has been updated with the new operational
structures.
Yours sincerely

Will Haire
cc:

Lucia Wilson Committee clerk
Kieran Donnelly NIAO
Richard Emerson NIAO
Roger McCance NIAO
Mick Brennan DFP
Julie Sewell DFP
Jim Wilkinson DSD
Mags Lightbody NIHE
Michael Conway NIHE
Michael Woods DSD
Bernie Traill DSD
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Figure 1
Estimated Need

Planned New Build Starts

2007-08

2,500

1,500

2008-09

3,000

1,500

2009-10

2,500

1,750

2010-11

2,500

2,000

2011-12

2,000

1,400

2012-13

2,000

1,325

2013-14

2,000

1,175

2014-15

2,000

2,000

18,500

12,650

Total

Updated Appendix 2
NIHE properties recovered in 2012-13
Audit
Commission
1% Benchmark

Audit
Commission
2% Benchmark

30

85

171

104

24

73

147

6232

28

4

62

125

22102

194

58

220

443

North Down & Ards

6499

16

10

65

130

South Down

5407

18

6

54

108

Lisburn/
Castlereagh

9880

37

18

98

198

South

7788

44

28

78

155

South West

6536

30

17

66

131

South Region

36110

145

79

361

722

South Antrim

6632

53

18

67

132

East

7182

67

25

72

144

West

9062

49

13

91

181

Causeway

6746

27

10

66

135

North Region

29622

196

66

296

592

Northern Ireland

87834

535

203

877

1757

NIHE Local Office

Housing Stock

Abandonment
and Non
Occupation
Notices Served

Belfast West

8537

62

Belfast East/South

7333

Belfast North
Belfast Area
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Correspondence of 2 May 2014 to Department of
Social Development
Public Accounts Committee
Room 371
Parliament Buildings
Ballymiscaw
Belfast
BT4 3XX
Tel: (028) 9052 1208
Fax: (028) 9052 0366
E: pac.committee@niassembly.gov.uk
lucia.wilson@niassembly.gov.uk


2 May 2014

Will Haire
Accounting Officer
Department of Social Development
Lighthouse Building
1 Cromac Place
Ormeau Road
Belfast
BT7 2JB
Dear Will,
Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud – Request for Information in Advance of Evidence
Session
The PAC, at its meeting on 30 April, received a briefing from Audit Office Officials on their
report ‘Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland1’.
At the meeting, Members agreed to request from you further information to that contained
in the report. The reason for requesting this is to ensure that information considered by the
Committee during its inquiry is as up to date as possible.
At the time of writing its report, the Audit Office was in a position to consider figures up to
2012, and the Committee would ask for an update on the following:
■■ the cost of temporary accommodation (see figure 3 on page 8 of the Audit Office report):
the Committee would ask for the figures relating to 2013; and
■■ The number of Housing Association properties recovered due to abandonment since 2009
(see appendix 1 on page 26): the Committee would ask for information covering 2012-13.
At the meeting the Committee had agreed to request an update on the number of NIHE
properties recovered but you have kindly provided this information in the correspondence
that you forwarded to me today. Thank you for this information and for the information that
you provided on estimated need and planned New Build starts; this will be considered by the
Committee at its meeting next week.

1

http://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/index/publications/report_archive_home/2013/tackling_social_housing_tenancy_
fraud_in_northern_ireland.htm
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I should be grateful if you would provide the requested information by close of play on
Thursday 9th May so that it may be considered by Members in advance of the evidence
session on 14th May. If this deadline is not possible I would ask that you contact the Clerk to
the PAC on (028) 9052 1208, to discuss.
Yours sincerely,

Michaela Boyle
Chairperson
Public Accounts Committee
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Correspondence submitted on 13 May 2014 by
Department of Social Development
Tenancy Fraud Strategy
Introduction
1

This paper sets out a range of Tenancy Misuse/Fraud Strategy (TFS) measures to allow staff
to effectively prevent, detect and tackle tenancy misuse and fraud. Subject to Board approval,
these will be implemented during the incoming financial year.

2.

The TFS measures combine current procedures and other good practice elsewhere and have
been developed through discussion with the Housing and Regeneration Performance Review
Group and the Central Housing Community Network.
Background

3.

Tenancy misuse and or fraud may occur in the following circumstances; if a tenant is not
using the property as their sole or principal home, if a tenant is attempting to obtain a
property using false statements or false documents, if unauthorised sub-letting or Key Selling
(tenant leaves the property and passes the key on, in return for a lump sum/favour) is
occurring.

4.

The TFS will provide a framework for the Northern Ireland Housing Executive to identify and
address social housing tenancy misuse and or fraud within its stock. The overall aim of the
TFS is to minimise tenancy misuse and fraud and to enable the recovery of any properties
that are unlawfully occupied, therefore, maximising appropriate use of the limited housing
stock.

5.

The planned TFS approach is set out below under four headings – ‘New and Potential
Tenancies’; Existing Tenancies’; Legal Action’; and ‘General Publicity’.
New and Potential Tenancies

6.

All applicants applying for housing have to supply proof of identity and confirmation of ID is
recorded on file.

7.

When a Housing applicant is registered on the Housing Management System they will receive
an acknowledgement letter which includes a Declaration Statement that advises applicants
that if they give false information it may lead to prosecution and that withholding information
may lead to the loss of any tenancy as a result of this application.

8.

Currently, all new tenants have to provide photographic ID when they are signing up for a
tenancy; if a tenant can’t provide this, they are asked to provide two other types of ID. It is
proposed that photographic ID should be required for all new tenancies and in the event of a
tenant being unable to provide a satisfactory photographic ID, a photograph will be taken of
new tenants. The photographic I.D. will be copied and held on file. Suitable equipment will be
provided in offices.

9.

It is also proposed to visit all new tenants in the first year of tenancy, unannounced in order
to confirm that the tenant is actually occupying the property. Photographic I.D. information
obtained at sign-up will be used for verification purposes and signatures may also be
checked.

10.

It should also be noted that data sharing arrangements in relation to applicants/potential
new tenants have recently been agreed with other social housing providers through an
Information Sharing Protocol Agreement.
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Existing Tenants
11.

In order to detect tenancy misuse/fraud, NIHE can take reports by phone about tenancy
misuse or fraud from residents, tenants, resident groups and members of staff. This facility
will be further highlighted to staff and through the Housing Community Network (see also
‘General Publicity’ below). CSU staff will be advised that callers do not have to give their
name or address when reporting suspected tenancy misuse or fraud. There is currently a link
to “Tenancy Fraud” on the front page of the NIHE website which includes a facility to record
fraud on-line.

12.

Districts have been issued with Policy and procedures in order to investigate non – occupation
and abandonment of tenancies. This includes current procedures in place with Districts to
investigate all cases that Gas Servicing has not taken place because a Contractor has not
been able to gain admittance to a tenanted property.

13.

When the Welfare Reform Telephone Contact Centre is operational it will be contacting
27,000 NIHE tenants (due to forthcoming under-occupation restrictions). The tenants will
be asked to provide NINO and D.O.B. for verification purposes. Policy and procedures are
being developed for staff to refer suspected cases of fraud to the relevant District Offices for
further investigation.

14.

The Housing Executive is taking part in the National Fraud Initiative which involves data
matching with other local authorities by comparing computer records held by one body against
other computer records held by the same or another body to see how far they match. This
is usually personal information. Computerised data matching allows potentially fraudulent
claims and payments to be identified and subject to further investigation.

15.

Contact will be made with Utility Providers with a view to developing new data sharing
arrangements.

16.

All reports of potential tenancy misuse / fraud will continue to be fully investigated. A Tenancy
Misuse/Fraud Register will be developed for all Districts to record all reports of potential
tenancy misuse/fraud and investigations carried out (Districts currently have to maintain
a Register in relation to action taken in relation to legal notices served in relation to non
occupation and abandonment).
Legal Action

17.

If unlawful sub-letting/key selling has been committed by a NIHE tenant, we will take
appropriate legal action to obtain outright possession against the person(s). If any act of
tenancy fraud includes committing a criminal offence we will always notify the police.

18.

In general, it is proposed to adopt a more robust approach and consider proceeding with legal
action in more cases to obtain possession. A few test cases have been identified and are
under further investigation.

19.

The NIHE has also argued in response to DSD’s consultation on a Housing Strategy that
consideration be given to the legal changes in England making Tenancy Fraud a criminal
offence.
General Publicity

20.

An advertising strategy on Tenancy Misuse and Fraud will be developed to include the
following: Housing News, NIHE website, leaflets and posters.

21.

This will highlight the penalties that may be applied (such as prosecution, loss of tenancy,
disqualification for social housing) and also promoting the general message that tenancy
misuse or fraud has negative consequences for communities. Consideration will also be given
to use of local media to publicise any prosecutions.
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Conclusion
22.

In summary this paper sets out a range of actions to enhance the Housing Executive’s
controls with regard to Tenancy Fraud.
Notes:
This is the Tenancy Fraud Strategy approved at NIHE Board in April 2013. Its’ implementation
was held pending the receipt of the NIAO Report, which was initially scheduled for July 2013
publication. Following the subsequent NIAO publication in September 2013 NIHE Board were
also advised of the recommendations in the NIAO Report and of the intention to commence
implementation of these in conjunction with the Tenancy Fraud Strategy during the remainder
of the 2013/14 financial year.
It should be noted that this is a ‘living’ document in the sense that NIHE are continuing
to monitor best practice etc. elsewhere in UK and add to it as appropriate. For example,
following discussions with the Tenancy Fraud Forum NIHE have now commenced a programme
of annual tenancy audits.
A paper on progress on the implementation of NIHE actions in relation to Tenancy Fraud
including a review of actions to be implemented during 2014/15 is currently being prepared
for submission to NIHE June Board meeting (and this will also be forward to DSD).

71

Report on Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland

Correspondence of 15 May 2014 to Department of
Social Development
Public Accounts Committee
Room 371
Parliament Buildings
Ballymiscaw
Belfast
BT4 3XX
Tel: (028) 9052 1208
Fax: (028) 9052 0366
E: pac.committee@niassembly.gov.uk


15 May 2014

Will Haire
Accounting Officer
Department for Social Development
Dear Will,
Follow-up to PAC Evidence Session
In the course of the Public Accounts Committee evidence session on 14th May 2014, your
colleague, Mr. Cameron Watt, agreed to forward the details of the tenancy strategy used by
Apex Housing Group to the Committee. We should be grateful if you could co-ordinate this
response and forward the information to the Committee by 30th May 2014.
Thank you again to you and your colleagues for the evidence you gave during the meeting.
Yours sincerely,

Michaela Boyle
Chairperson,
Public Accounts Committee
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Correspondence of 29 May 2014 from Department
of Social Development
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Correspondence of 30 May 2014 to Department of
Social Development
Public Accounts Committee
Room 371
Parliament Buildings
Ballymiscaw
Belfast
BT4 3XX
Tel: (028) 9052 1208
Fax: (028) 9052 0366
E: pac.committee@niassembly.gov.uk

Will Haire
Accounting Officer
Department for Social Development

30 May 2014

Dear Will,
Request for Additional Information on Tackling Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern
Ireland
The Public Accounts Committee (PAC), at its meeting on 28 May 2014, considered the issues
arising as a result of the evidence session on 14 May in relation to the inquiry into Tackling
Social Housing Tenancy Fraud in Northern Ireland.
Having discussed the issues, the Committee agreed to seek additional information from you
and your colleagues prior to producing its report on this inquiry.
The Committee would respectfully request the following information:
■■ The 2012/13 recovery statistics as per Appendix 2 of the NIAO report, that you had kindly
provided in earlier correspondence, presented in the same structure as was included in
the NIAO report, i.e. 35 districts and 5 areas;
■■ If available, could the recovery rates for 2013/14 be provided, again structured as
requested above;
■■ The terms of reference document, summary of outcomes report and PPE report for the
2008 Operation Blitz exercise on the 10,400 homes;
■■ The NIHE Tenancy Fraud Action Plan (related to the NIHE Tenancy Fraud Strategy);
■■ A breakdown of how much Housing Benefit fraud there has been over the past five years;
■■ An update on the repairs request exercise on 2,800 NIHE properties; and
■■ The Action Plan for the Northern Ireland Tenancy Fraud Forum.
Whilst I appreciate that this request is for an extensive amount of information, I would ask for
your response by 13 June.
Yours sincerely,

Michaela Boyle
Chairperson,
Public Accounts Committee
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Correspondence of 13 June 2014 from Department
of Social Development
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Appendix 4

List of Witnesses
who gave Oral Evidence to
the Committee

List of Witnesses who gave Oral Evidence to the Committee

List of Witnesses who gave Oral Evidence to the
Committee
1.

Mr Will Haire, Accounting Officer, Department for Social Development;

2.

Mr Jim Wilkinson, Director of Housing, Department for Social Development;

3.

Ms Mags Lightbody, Acting Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Housing Executive;

4.

Mr Gerry Flynn, Director of Landlord Services, Northern Ireland Housing Executive;

5.

Mr Cameron Watt, Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Federation of Housing
Associations;

6.

Mr Kieran Donnelly, Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG), Northern Ireland Audit
Office; and

7.

Mr John McKibbin, Acting Treasury Officer of Accounts, Department of Finance and
Personnel.
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