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NIFHA Response to the Revised Decent Homes Standard NI 
4 March 2026 

About NIFHA 

The Northern Ireland Federation of Housing Associations (NIFHA), established in 1977, is the representative 
body for Northern Ireland’s 19 registered housing associations. 

Our members are not-for-profit organisations that collectively provide nearly 63,000 social and affordable 
homes across Northern Ireland. Supported by the Department for Communities and the Northern Ireland 
Housing Executive, housing associations play a critical role in meeting housing need and maintaining high 
standards of tenant safety and regulatory compliance. 

By leveraging private finance alongside public grant funding, housing associations are able to significantly 
increase the number of new homes delivered beyond what could be achieved through grant funding alone. 

In addition to housing provision, our members deliver high-quality care and support services that enable 
people to live independently for longer. Working in partnership with statutory, voluntary and community 
organisations, housing associations also invest millions of pounds each year in community services, facilities, 
and regeneration initiatives. 

The housing association sector employs over 3,400 people and manages housing assets valued at 
approximately £5.4 billion.  

NIFHA welcomes the opportunity to respond, on behalf of its members, to the Revised Decent Homes 
Standard (Northern Ireland) Consultation. 

 

The Department for Communities’ consultation on the revised Decent Homes Standard (DHS) is due an 
update, as the Northern Ireland standard has not been refreshed since 2004 and now shows a lack of 
consistency with standards used across other UK regions, as well as with current safety requirements, 
building regulations and environmental expectations.  
 
While we fully support the intent to enhance tenant wellbeing, improve safety, modernise homes and align 
housing with net-zero goals, the proposals also raise substantial practical, financial, operational and 
definitional challenges that must be carefully considered. 
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NIFHA Response to consultation 

We broadly support the direction of travel, but significant amendments are required to ensure that the 
revised DHS is: 

 Realistic for a diverse, ageing housing stock 
 Fundable without driving unaffordable rent increases 
 Measurable using objective, property-level data 
 Deliverable by 2030 given supply chain, resourcing and technology constraints 
 Consistent with emerging NI energy and heat policy and cross-government responsibilities 

We have particular concerns about: 

 Use of subjective terminology, such as “reasonable” and “adequate,” which will lead to inconsistent 
interpretation and complicate compliance monitoring. 

 High-cost energy performance requirements, including MEES SAP 75 / EPC C by 2030, which are 
not technically or financially achievable across significant portions of existing stock. 

 Inclusion of service-provision metrics (e.g., maintenance response times) within what should be a 
property-based standard, blurring the line between asset compliance and operational performance. 

 Desirable criteria that cannot be measured, evidenced, or enforced, increasing the risk of de facto 
mandatory expectations. 

 Building-specific proposals that conflict with tenant rights, fire safety requirements, planning 
restrictions, or physical feasibility, particularly in older or hard-to-treat stock. 

 Person-specific obligations, such as Thermostatic Mixer Valves (TMVs) for households with young 
children, which shift the DHS into tenant-management territory rather than property standards. 

 Significant overlap with existing regulatory frameworks, including Planning Policy, the NIHE Design 
Guide, Lifetime Homes, Secured by Design, and Building Regulations, creating duplication and 
potential conflict in compliance expectations 

Response to Specific Proposals 

Format and Structure of the Revised DHS table 

1. We agree that the Revised DHS table is user friendly, clear and is easy to navigate. 
2. We welcome the clearer table-based format and find it easy to understand. 

However, clarity is required on: 

 How "mandatory" versus "desirable" will be interpreted in monitoring 
 How DHS compliance will be reported post-2030 
 How DfC will avoid de facto enforcement of desirable criteria, despite them not being measured 

Proposal to Introduce Pillar E: Safety, Security, Sustainability & Wellbeing 

3. We support the principle of Pillar E. The inclusion of safety, sustainability and wellbeing fits modern 
expectations of housing quality.  

4. There are existing elements already exceed what is feasible or measurable. 
5. We do not propose any further additions to Pillar E. 
6. We would note many elements under Pillar E are either not measurable, not feasible, or fall outside 

landlord control (e.g., public realm). Many desirable items overlap with planning policy, Building 
Regulations or wider public bodies. 
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7. We would recommend that a limit is placed on Pillar E to ensure mandatory requirements are strictly 
property-specific and are landlord-controllable items. 

Pillar A – Meeting the Statutory Fitness Standard 

We agree that Pillar A should remain unchanged as it is set in legislation  

Pillar B and C ensuring a property is in a reasonable state of repair and has reasonably modern 
facilities and services 

8. Definition of “reasonable.”  The continued heavy use of the word “reasonable” creates ambiguity (e.g., 
“reasonable state of repair”, “reasonable level of security”). This subjectivity will lead to inconsistent 
interpretation and complicates compliance measurement.  

Recommendation: Provide quantifiable definitions and/or link to existing building or fitness standards. 

9. We agree in principle but have concerns about: Age-based requirements (20-year kitchens / 30-
year bathrooms). Condition should be the primary measure, many 25-year-old kitchens remain 
functional and safe.  
Adequate space/layout “Adequate” is undefined and cannot be retrospectively applied to older 
housing stock. Altering layouts in existing stock is often impossible due to planning, structural 
constraints and cost. 

10. Key Components – Additions. We support the inclusion of new safety-critical elements such as: 
 ventilation 
 heating system inspection 
 carbon monoxide detection 
 lifts  

However: 

 Certain elements duplicate existing fitness standard requirements (e.g., damp & mould, 
ventilation). Damp and mould is not a component- it is a circumstance of a defect, and We 
support robust damp and mould responses 

 Fire Risk Assessment requirements exceed current NI statutory obligations; financial and 
resource implications are significant and are not a component, they are a management tool 

11. We do not believe further components should be added beyond those already proposed. 

Pillar B – Reasonable State of Repair- Multiple-choice failure mechanism 

We support retaining the multiple-component failure mechanism; removing it would cause disproportionate 
“fail” classifications for minor issues. 

Time frames for Repairs and Maintenance, (emergency, urgent and routine) are already clearly defined in the 
HAG repair response times. Including these within DHS blurs the line between property standard and service 
delivery. Our recommendation is to keep repairs timescales in HAG; do not embed them within DHS. 

12. We are not against some form of standard being included but the standards referred to in other 
jurisdictions appear to be difficult to achieve. We would request timeframes be considered that are 
appropriate and achievable given our local capacity issues and lack of alternative housing. 
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Pillar D – Thermal Comfort 

13. We agree including the new recommendations listed below, will enhance the thermal comfort within 
a property 

Roof, loft and wall insulation Yes 
Hot water cylinder insultation Yes 
Draught proofing Yes 
Heating controls Yes 
Replacement glazing (Window and doors if inefficient) Yes 
Functional and adequate ventilation Yes 

 

We support aligning DHS with modern energy efficiency expectations and agree with these 
recommendations. However, we do have a concern related to a lack of funding for social housing providers to 
deliver these recommendations. 

14. We have no additional recommendations to be added.  

Desirable Criteria 

15. We agree with the statement that with; the level of uncertainty due to the continually evolving EPC 
reforms that setting a minimum EPC band c rate would be a recommendation and not mandatory 
for all social housing home. 

16. However, we strongly object to having social housing properties achieve MEES: Minimum EPC Band 
C / SAP 75 by 2030 (Desirable) 
This requirement is: 
 Not achievable across large parts of older stock 
 Unsupported by NI funding (unlike other UK regions) 
 Based on shifting national EPC methodologies 
 In tension with decarbonisation goals (heat pumps can lower EPC scores in NI) 
 Extremely expensive and may drive rent increases  

17. We have no additional amendments/ additions 
18. Our Recommendation is do not include SAP 75 / EPC C as a desirable element until: 

 NI heat policy is finalised  
 Capital funding streams are in place 
 Revised EPC methodology is confirmed 

Other considerations include  

 Access to property- Tenant refusal 
 Trying to arrange decanting of tenants when needed. lack of suitable alternative 

accommodation 
 Location of property 
 Planning issues 
 Lack of funding when compared to other parts of UK 

Boiler replacement cycles 

Requiring boiler replacement at 15 years and full system replacement every 25 years creates: 
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 High waste 
 Tenant disruption 
 Unnecessary financial burden 

Public Realm 

19. We do not agree with the proposal to be included as a desirable criterion.  

We support policy intent, but see issues: 

 as this will lie outside housing providers’ control as public realm often falls under councils or 
Department for Infrastructure 

 will require multi-agency investment 
 cannot be assessed per dwelling 

Climate Change  

20. Flooding is outside of the control of housing providers, especially when properties are pepper potted 
through streets and housing estates. Heating is controlled by the tenant and tenants are responsible 
for ventilating the property. 

Climate adaptation should be addressed via organisational-level plans, not property-by-property 
assessments. 

Floor covering  

21. We agree housing providers should install non-slip flooring in bathrooms and kitchens with tenants 
responsible for other floor coverings  

Tenant Engagement 

22. It is crucial for both tenants and housing providers to engage and collaborate to achieve and 
maintain a decent home.  

Challenges for compliance with the revised DHS 

If the revised DHS is published in 2026, we do not consider a 2030 compliance date to be achievable or 
realistic. This would require housing providers to ensure that all annual reports submitted after 2030 
demonstrate full compliance with the revised standard. Given current funding constraints, Many proposed 
criteria under Pillar E are not feasible, measurable, or controllable. 

23. Supply-chain pressures, contractor capacity issues and the age and condition of much of the stock, 
achieving full compliance by 2030 is not feasible. 

Key barriers include: 

 Insufficient capital funding to deliver the scale of works required 
 Access challenges, particularly in occupied homes 
 Hard-to-treat or listed buildings where retrofit options are limited 
 Technical and structural constraints that make certain upgrades unachievable 
 Risks of tenant refusal, requiring time for engagement and buy-in 
 Uncertainty surrounding EPC methodology and how this will be applied 
 Lack of clarity on whether providers would be deemed compliant if desirable (but not 

mandatory) recommendations cannot be met 
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 Limited contractor capacity across the sector 

Overall, the proposed timescale is too short, the necessary funding is not in place, and several constraints are 
outside landlord control. For these reasons, a 2030 compliance deadline is not deliverable.  

Recommendation Introduce a staged compliance framework with: 

 Critical safety items addressed first 
 Fabric improvements phased 
 Energy and net-zero items aligned with NI energy strategy and funding support 

Challenges  

 Communal amenity spaces depend on land availability and planning control. 
 External storage and cycle parking raise fire risk concerns for e-bikes/e-scooters. 
 Space and storage standards cannot be retrofitted in older stock. 
 Digital connectivity depends on telecom providers; landlords cannot absorb connection fees. 
 EV charging infrastructure is prohibitively expensive without government grant support and is 

technically unviable for flatted schemes. 
 TMVs for homes with young children or vulnerable persons creates data handling and safeguarding 

issues and goes beyond property standards into tenant management. 

Final Comments 

We support the Department’s ambition to modernise the Decent Homes Standard. However, to be 
deliverable, the revised DHS must: 

 Focus on clear, measurable, property-based standards 
 Avoid including service-level obligations and person-specific requirements 
 Remove or phase high-cost items until funding and policy alignment is established 
 Provide clear definitions to avoid subjective interpretation 
 Ensure that desirable items remain non-enforceable and truly aspirational 

We look forward to continued engagement as the DHS is refined. 

 

Submitted on behalf of NIFHA by 

 

Tracey Ellis 

Policy and Practice Manager 

Northern Ireland Federation of Housing Associations 


