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Introduction

Northern Ireland was created as a separate jurisdiction  in 1920  by the Government of Ireland Act of that year, as a compromise between conflicting political and constitutional aspirations on the island of Ireland (Ruane and Todd, 1996).  Northern Ireland has been divided between those wishing to remain 'British' and those aspiring to a united Ireland.  This division between two cultural traditions with competing visions of national identity underpins political structures and permeates civil society.  According to Paris et al, divisions are demarcated by territorial symbols such as murals, kerbs painted in red, white and blue (or green and gold), and the physical separation of hostile groups by 'peace walls' on the ground.  Unlike Scotland or Wales, where  nationalists may aspire to separate and independent national identity, ‘nationalists’ in Northern Ireland aspire to constitutional redefinition within a different nation.  Unionists, by way of contrast, want to strengthen, not dissolve, the ties with the UK.(Paris et al 2002)

As a result Northern Ireland is often referred to as a place apart within the UK. Some commentators have argued that this is understandable given the persistence of violence and the facts that N. Ireland politics have been determined by this co-existence of two communities with differing identities and aspirations (Bell 1987, Ogle 1989, Gray 1994, Boal 1996). Many writers refer to a divided community, civil disturbance, and the establishment of special administrative machinery suited to the exigency of such circumstances (Singleton 1982, Brett 1986, Ogle 1989). Others refer to the poor housing conditions in the province which lagged behind other UK regions and which merited special attention. (Evason 1980, Brett 1986, Murie 1992, Gray &  Paris 1999). Both of these issues have played a significant role in determining the structure of the housing system in the province today. 
The extent of religious segregation that exists in the Province is mostly apparent in public sector estates although not exclusively located there. The reality is that there are a number of physical barriers which have been constructed mainly in Belfast to separate people from one community with those from the other. In the rural areas of Northern Ireland, whilst there are no physical barriers, barriers exist in the person’s mind where people of one religious persuasion tend to live together as well as shop and socialise in what is perceived as their own areas. Belfast is now more segregated than it has ever been. It is therefore unlikely that segregation will reduce significantly in the short term. Indeed segregation has been in many ways a function of tenants preference rather than a deliberate policy of allocations. It is not unambiguously undesirable and has provided a source of security, defence and cultural preservation. So there is no realistic prospect of a significant short term change and new peace walls were being constructed and extended even after the cease-fires were announced in 1994. But despite this continuing conflict and the high degree of ‘ethno-religious’ residential segregation, housing policy in Northern Ireland, under direct rule from Westminster in London between 1971 and 1998, had resulted in greater similarity between housing in Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK than any significant differences. (Paris et al 2002). Indeed much of the existing housing legislation has mirrored legislation passed in Great Britain. (Gray 2000, Gray et al 2001).

In the past ten years the social, political and economic landscape in Northern Ireland has changed considerably.  The arrival of devolution to Northern Ireland in 1998 marked a turning point in the governance of the region.  The first Programme for Government, endorsed by the Northern Ireland Assembly in 2001, prioritised growing as a community, working for healthier people investing in education and skills, and securing a competitive economy (OFMDFM, 2002).  Objectives in relation to housing included commitments to maintain and improve existing stock, reduce fuel poverty, and enhance the new build programme by 1200 units to alleviate the waiting list.   Despite a number of achievements, expectations that the policy landscape would greater reflect the presence of a local administration, like that in Scotland and Wales, were not realised due to a five year hiatus following the suspension of devolution in 2001.  By the time of its restoration in 2007, the economy and society in Northern Ireland was very different, and the implications for housing and housing need have, as a result,  been profound

In general terms the effects of the peace process on housing in N. Ireland has been both positive and negative although the balance lies on the positive side. Whilst on the one hand the process of normalisation has encouraged major investment in the Province, the special status which Northern Ireland has enjoyed whenever privatisation policies were being introduced in GB may have been eroded. There are still unresolved differences in community aspirations and an uncertainty about the return to violence in the Province,(Paris et al, 2002). Although Northern Ireland had been much more generously funded for social housing than other parts of the UK, this funding has now been declining and this may have a serious effect on its supply in the future. Owner occupation stands at just under 70% of all housing in the province but realistically it is generally accepted that this proportion will not increase greatly. Given that levels of benefit dependency is higher and the fact that the average wage is much lower that other parts of the UK there is a major need for subsidised housing for the less well off. 

Affordability
One of the objectives of national housing policy in the UK is to provide a decent home for every family at a price within their means. The method of delivering enough homes for every household is through the private market, the intermediate market (comprising ‘affordable’ housing, shared ownership and key worker housing) and the social rented sector. Policy seeks to ensure that housing is affordable and that house prices do not adversely impact on the wider economy (Monk et al, 2007; Stephens et al, 2005).

For many years Northern Ireland was seen as one of the most affordable areas for property throughout the United Kingdom and within the island of Ireland. A combination of the political situation, its peripheral location and lower incomes meant that house prices had risen at a much lower rate than other areas in the British Isles. However, since the ‘peace process’ that began in the 1990s, after many years of violence and killings, culminating in the Good Friday Agreement on Friday 10th April 1998, there has been a growing confidence in the economy. In recent years house prices have risen rapidly and there had been a major influx of investors buying property for rental through ‘Buy to Let’ mortgages which are becoming more widespread as Building Societies and Banks had relaxed their lending criteria. The 2007 Q3 Bank of Ireland/Housing Executive/University of Ulster house price survey (University of Ulster et al, 2007) showed an increase of 40% over the previous year while the Department of Communities and Local Government House Price Index for March 2007 showed that Northern Ireland was the only part of the United Kingdom where house price inflation rose from 48.5% to 50.1%.  In all other regions house price inflation fell. House prices in Northern Ireland had not only caught up with, but had now overtaken most regions in the UK including Scotland, Wales and all of Northern England (DCLG, 2007).

Clearly, whilst this may be perceived as good news for existing homeowners it had adversely impacted on new households that wished to enter owner-occupation.  The decline in the number of first time buyers is a symptom of this. The number of first time buyers had reduced to 33% in 2006, a reduction of nearly 50% in five years from 60% in 2001.  The median advance to first time buyers had significantly increased.  From 2001 to 2005 the median advance had increased by £27,480, whilst in the same period the median income for first time buyers only increased by £5,672.

The Current Economic Situation

The most recent view of  Northern Ireland’s economy provided by the Ulster Bank’s Quarterly Economic Review (October 2008) highlights the very challenging economic context for Northern Ireland’s housing market over the coming three years.  Northern ireland’s economy is in recession with economic growth forecast to remain flat in 2008 and to contract  by 1.5 per cent in 2009.  Private sector output in Q2, 2008 was 2.2 per cent below the corresponding quarter in 2007.  The report emphasises that Northern Ireland cannot insulate itself from global economic developments and that in the light of this the prospects for trade, tourism and investment have all deteriorated in recent months.

In Northern Ireland where the construction industry has played such an important role, the downturn in the housing market exacerbated by the “credit crunch” is seen as being a major drag on recovery.  The Construction Employers Federation estimates that so far some 5,000 jobs have been lost as a result of the downturn. The Ulster Bank by the end of 2009 average house prices will be 40 per cent lower than at their peak in the Summer of 2007 – a not unreasonable estimate in the light of the most recent statistics.

The malaise in the construction sector has impacted services and output.  The retail sector and hotels and restaurants have all felt the effects of declining purchasing power and the difficulties in accessing new credit.  New car sales in Northern Ireland were down almost 30 per cent in Q3, 2008 compared to the equivalent quarter in 2007, the sharpest drop of any region in the UK. (NIHE 2009)
Supply of Social Housing

The rapid growth in house prices had created difficulties for housing associations involved in the delivery of new social housing for rent as they too struggle to secure land for development.  Land values had doubled over an 18 month period and this has severely impacted on the budget for the social housing development programme with more and more of this budget spent on acquiring land. In many cases, land was now approaching 50% of the cost of a new build house; compared with land costs in 1993 for example which were approximately only 9% of development costs. The target to deliver 1,500 new social housing homes each year had been severely hampered by these high costs and problems acquiring land for development coupled with difficulties securing the necessary planning permissions in time (DSD, 2007).  This impacted on the achievement of the public service agreement and the difficulties in delivering the programme reinforced the need for action to hasten the delivery process.  

Table 1: The Shortfall in the construction of new social housing 2001-2008

	
	Social New Build - Completions
	NSM estimate of ongoing need
	Backlog  - cumulative

	2001/02
	1,613
	1,500
	(113)

	2002/03
	1,095
	1,500
	292

	2003/04
	687
	1,500
	1105

	2004/05
	888
	1,600
	1817

	2005/06
	973
	1,600
	2444

	2006/07
	1,375
	2,200
	3269

	2007/08
	1,004
	2,200
	4465

	Annual averages
	1,091
	1,728
	638


Source NI Housing Market Review 2008-2011 NIHE Belfast
Results from the 2006 House Condition Survey carried out by NIHE have been emerging since May 2007 and provide the most recent picture of the characteristics and condition of Northern Ireland’s housing stock.   In 2006 there were 705,000 dwellings in Northern Ireland – an increase of 57,500 (9%) over the period since 2001.

Dwelling Tenure

Table 2: Northern Ireland’s Dwelling Stock by Tenure, 2006

	
	2001 (%)
	2006 (%)

	Owner Occupied
	432,300
	66.8
	468,800
	66.5

	Private Rented & Other
	49,400
	7.6
	80,800
	11.5

	Housing Executive
	116,000
	17.9
	93,400
	13.3

	Housing Association
	17,900
	2.8
	21,500
	3.1

	Vacant Dwellings
	31,900
	4.9
	40,400
	5.7

	TOTAL
	647,500
	100
	705,000
	100


Table 2 provides the key tenure related information:

· Significant growth in the owner-occupied sector with an additional 36,500 dwellings.   However as a proportion of the total stock the figure has remained much the same.

· The continued rapid increase in the number and proportion of private rented sector dwellings.  In 2001 there were 49,400 (7.6%) privately rented dwellings in Northern Ireland.   By 2006 this had risen to 80,800 (11.5% of the total stock), an increase of 31,400 (6,300 per annum).  Indeed if vacant properties, whose tenure when last occupied was private rented, are included, the figure rises to 94,600 (13.4%).

· The number of tenanted social dwellings has fallen from 133,900 (20.7%) in 2001 to 114,900 (16.4%) as the Social Housing Development Programme has only replaced approximately one third of the houses sold or demolished.

· The total number of vacant properties increased by approximately 8,500 and the vacancy rate has risen a little from 4.9 per cent to 5.7 per cent.  A high vacancy rate is particularly evident in the private rented sector, where 13,800 properties (nearly 15%) are vacant.  It should be noted that by March 2008, Department for Social Development figures (based on Land & Property Services data) indicate that the number of vacant properties had risen to almost 58, 000 (7.8% of the total stock), (reflecting to a considerable degree the number of unsold or unlet dwellings in the private sector as a result of the investment-driven boom followed by the current housing recession. (NIHE 2009)

The social rented sector in Northern Ireland comprised approximately 114,400 dwellings in March 2008 – 17 per cent of the total housing stock.  Of these, around 90,000 were owned and managed by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive and a further 24,400 by housing associations.  In addition the housing associations own 4,500 units of accommodation that are not fully self-contained.  Social housing’s position as a proportion of total stock has remained static between 2007 and 2008, but for the first time in many years, the total social stock increased numerically during the year, from 113,300 dwellings in 2007.  Figure 1 illustrates the balance between social and private housing in Northern Ireland over the last decade. 

Figure 1: The Changing Balance of Social and Private Housing, 1998-2008
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Within the social sector, the gradual shift in the balance between Housing Executive and housing association stock continued during 2007/08.  The proportion of social dwellings in Northern Ireland owned and maintained by housing associations has risen steadily in recent years, from around 14 per cent in 2001/02 to just over one fifth (21%) at March 2008.  Over the last five years, the new social housing programme has compensated for only around one quarter of the reduction in Housing Executive stock as a result of house sales and demolitions.  In more recent years, however, the proportion has increased as a result of decreasing Housing Executive house sales and demolitions.  In 2007/08, the number of social housing completions was equivalent to around one third (67%) of the dwellings sold or demolished by the Housing Executive.  With sales greatly reduced in 2008/09, this trend looks set to continue.

Since the House Sales Scheme was set up in 1979, the Housing Executive has sold more than 117,000 of its dwellings.  The Scheme has provided an affordable route into home ownership for numerous households, but has also had a significant impact on the overall level of social housing stock.  Sales rose to over 6,000 during 2002/03, but have since declined steadily, to around 2,200 in 2006/07, and subsequently to fewer than 1,000 (808) in 2007/08.  Changes in the eligibility criteria for prospective purchasers and the profile of the remaining stock have impacted on the level of sales, but the rapid rise in house prices here in 2006 and 2007 has been the main factor contributing to the considerable downturn in sales.  It is estimated that fewer than 100 Housing Executive dwellings will be sold this financial year (2008/09), but falling house prices and the introduction of a new shared equity scheme for social tenants may lead to a reversal of this trend. The capital receipts from house sales had been used to invest in the existing stock but given that this has dropped significantly means there will be considerable pressure on the future housing budget.
As part of the Housing (Northern Ireland) Order 2003, the provisions of the statutory House Sales Scheme were extended to housing association tenants.  Statistics collated by the Department for Social Development indicate that sales of dwellings by housing associations also fell considerably between 2006/07 (188) and 2007/08 (76).

In addition, just over 600 Housing Executive properties were demolished during 2007/08, the lowest number in recent years.  Figure 2 illustrates the combined impact of house sales and demolitions on the (occupied) Housing Executive stock.

Figure 2: Housing Executive Stock, 1998-2008
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Mixed Communities
As has been the case in Great Britain, the United States, the Netherlands and various other jurisdictions, creating integrated and sustainable communities has become a key policy concern for governments in the island of Ireland in recent years.   Integrated or ‘mixed’ housing has increasingly been viewed as an important factor in tackling deprivation and there is a growing body of research on the outcomes associated with policies designed to foster mixed living as part of the wider sustainable communities agenda. 

One of the main drivers of mixing policy has been concern about the growing tendency for social housing to be occupied by marginalised households with high levels of unemployment and low incomes, higher than average proportions of children and a high concentration of single parents.  This process of residualisation – which has been as evident in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland as in other countries where owner occupation has become the tenure of choice and the decreasing social housing stock is ‘rationed’ on the basis of greatest need – has meant that income and spatial polarisation have become central characteristics of many social housing estates north and south of the border in Ireland.

Both jurisdictions now also face emerging challenges relating to the housing and integration of foreign nationals who have migrated to the island in search of employment.  With an increasingly multi-cultural population, a number of problems have developed, including some manifestations of hostility towards immigrants within local communities and the challenges posed by (in some cases unexpected) population growth, given the imbalance between housing supply and demand in many areas. 

Alongside the difficulties of income and, more recently, racial segregation, Northern Ireland’s troubled history has resulted in separation of the Catholic and Protestant communities across many aspects of day-to-day life, including education and leisure.  Perhaps mainly for reasons of perceived safety, this separation has been manifested in segregated living, particularly within the social housing sector.  It could be argued that fostering ‘integrated communities’ in the Northern Ireland context is therefore a more multi-dimensional problem than in some other regions, because divisions exist not only at the socio-economic level, but also along deep-seated ethno-sectarian lines.  

Segregation in Northern Ireland

In Northern Ireland, the specific circumstances and history have meant that research and analysis has focused on issues of sectarian segregation and the potential for creation of mixed religion communities.  Segregation has been understood to be most prevalent in urban social housing estates, and has presented various problems for housing managers and planners in terms of mismatched supply and demand for both housing and land, which has been particularly evident in areas such as North Belfast.  

Given the sensitivities of the issue, the mistrust between communities and the threat of violence and danger that existed for many years, the Housing Executive (Northern Ireland’s Regional Strategic Housing Authority, and considerably the largest social landlord in the UK) adopted an approach of facilitating mix where possible, but accepting that many households, for various reasons, preferred – and actively chose – to live among others from their own community background.  More recently the Housing Executive, as part of its community cohesion strategy, has sought to encourage more mixing within its estates, and recently announced a significant programme of work to be undertaken in 30 areas, with funding from the International Fund for Ireland.  

The Good Friday Agreement in 1998 made a specific commitment to promote integrated housing and to help people have the right to freely choose their place of residence and be left in peace there (p16).   A Shared Future: The Policy and Strategy Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland, published by the Officer of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) in March 2005, also highlighted the importance of developing and supporting mixed housing.

The two main areas of development within A Shared Future are:

· to develop shared communities where people of all backgrounds can live, work, learn and play together;

· to support and protect existing areas where people of different backgrounds live together (2.5)
This policy context, supported strongly by many organisations within the community and voluntary sectors, and the ongoing successes of the ‘Peace Process’ has meant that there has been a growing impetus in Northern Ireland for strategies that will help to break down sectarian barriers and associated segregation in the longer term.  More recently, against the backdrop of devolved Government and difficult decisions about public spending, attention has been drawn to the unsustainable costs of segregation.  A report produced by Deloitte for OFMDFM in 2007 had difficulty unpicking the plethora of additional specific costs associated with segregated living, but estimated that the financial burden could be up to £1.5 billion annually.  The research found that ‘the divide has led to duplication or even multiplication of service delivery for the communities as they live side-by-side but do not integrate or share easily’, and also that there was ‘significant evidence that issues of segregation and conflict continue to influence policy decisions, public service provision and hence resource allocations’. 

Reporting on Deloitte’s research findings, the Independent newspaper referred to the housing issues identified:

In housing terms many homes lie empty – and some have to be demolished – because although there is housing need in various districts those allocated to them refuse them on the grounds of safety.  This means that some areas, often divided by ‘peacelines’, are overcrowded on one side of the wall but have spare space on the other.

The report says: ‘It is striking that while houses are being knocked down, the housing authorities are faced with a significant waiting list for houses in other areas.  This highlights how the segregated nature of the housing market creates significant inefficiencies within public housing.’

Houses and apartments in problem areas can also cost more because of additional security measures deemed necessary.  The report details that these can include window grilles, solid doors and measures to protect oil tanks.  Houses in some interface areas have even been fitted with bulletproof glass and steel roof tiles.

Forecasting that the problems will not be easily remedied, the report concludes: ‘While we recognise the potential to respond positively to the challenge of a shared future and to re-define service delivery, it must be recognised that the timeline for change and benefit realisation is not insignificant.’

Shirlow and Murtagh (2006) describe the impact of segregation in Belfast in particular, and have also considered the impacts and extent of policy response to the issue.  They encapsulate the singularity of the problem of separation in Northern Ireland by pointing out that: ‘In Belfast, unlike most divided cities in the European Union, the most acute and perceived spatial divisions are not simply those of class or race, but those of national identity.’    Shirlow and Murtagh go on to point out that high levels of religious/political segregation are most common in urbanised and working-class areas, and also explain that:

…residential segregation has been a prominent feature of urban division within Belfast since the onset of the industrial age.  However, unlike previous periods of intercommunal violence, Belfast has been scarred by contemporary unrest in a different way.  A significant effect of contemporary violence has been the virtual disappearance of neutral zones between segregated places.  The subsequent increase in segregation, which has been commonplace within parts of Belfast since the late 1960s, has encouraged a succession of bordering events that have extended the connotation and magnitude of preceding ethno-sectarian divisions.’

An Appetite for Mixing

Although such well-documented and highly obvious patterns of ethno-sectarian segregation in Northern Ireland have tended to receive the most attention, there are examples of relatively mixed communities that have developed organically over a number of years, or maintained a generally mixed character despite the pressure of the conflict.  Shirlow and Murtagh, referring mainly to Belfast, comment that ‘spatial examples of integration, mixing or even coexistence are sparse, but they are there, and distinctive urban forms have merged in the economic transition that has accompanied the peace process and post-conflict opportunity.’  

Successive surveys have also suggested that although people do not always vote with their feet, there is a will to live in more mixed environments.  For a number of years, the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey has asked respondents whether they would prefer to live in a neighbourhood with people of only their own religion or in a mixed-religion neighbourhood.  Consistently high proportions of respondents (80% in 2007) have stated a preference for mixed community living, although it is interesting to note that the group who expressed the greatest desire to live in single-identity areas in the last survey (26%) were respondents aged 16-24 – many of whom were, arguably, least affected by the day-to-day consequences of living in Northern Ireland during the ‘Troubles’.

Table 3: Housing Aspirations

	 
	Mixed religion
	Own religion
	Don't know/other

	2007
	80
	12
	8

	2006
	79
	13
	8

	2005
	78
	18
	4

	2004
	80
	19
	2

	2003
	72
	21
	7

	2002
	74
	19
	7

	2001
	66
	26
	9

	2000
	70
	22
	8

	1999
	73
	22
	5

	1998
	71
	21
	9


        (Source: Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, various years).

Perhaps in evidence of the greater imperative for action to facilitate a new, mixed living agenda in Northern Ireland, a number of recent research projects have studied the dynamics of existing ‘mixed’ communities, with a view to gaining a better understanding of how they work and can be sustained.  Studies in the Ballynafeigh area (Murtagh and Carmichael (2005) and Byrne, Hansson and Bell (2006)) sought to identify the factors that helped this particular part of Belfast retain a ‘mixed’ reputation before, during and after the Troubles.  Both reports expressed caution on two main issues: the potential for over-analysis of findings, and the extent to which evidence of a ‘mixed’ population can be taken to represent any meaningful level of social interaction and/or integration.  Nevertheless, the analyses carried out identified common threads related to the particular location of the area, recent housing market dynamics, gentrification within the city context, and community development interventions that had all helped to foster mixing within Ballynafeigh.  Interestingly, Murtagh and Carmichael conclude that mixing in the Ballynafeigh context appears to be linked with supply and demand related to more mobile middle class households.  While they point out that this group represents only part of the Northern Ireland housing market, it is interesting that the class and income dimensions – which have been of primary concern in the mixed agenda elsewhere in the British Isles – should also appear to have at least some influence on mix in the Northern Ireland context, despite the very different political and historical background.

In their analysis, Murtagh and Carmichael refer to Murtagh’s previous research (2000), which identified a number of factors that help influence mixed housing outcomes:

· Political stability

· Safety

· A history of political neutrality

· The wider geographical setting

· Access to services

· Stable demographics

The apparent importance of stability across a range of factors is interesting in the context of the research in Ballynafeigh, as well as Areema and Rathfriland (Byrne, Hansson and Bell, 2006), where notions of communities in transition were identified.  Byrne et al trace this idea back to Boal (1982) who argued that many mixed areas were not necessarily stable units of ethnic integration but should instead be considered as areas in transition as the populations were constantly changing due to the nature of the ongoing conflict.  There is some evidence that these process of change continue, although perhaps primarily for reasons that are related to the wider economic context and housing market. 

A further common theme arising from Murtagh and Carmichael and Byrne et al’s research is the importance of community groups and neutral shared spaces.  Byrne et al identify a number of physical environments that facilitate integration, including community centres and youth facilities, schools and day care centres, shops, clubs and associations, and bars.  In areas where these facilities were not available, or where they were identified strongly with one community, there were fewer opportunities for social mixing in a day-to-day, safe context.

There also appears to be at least some difference in the rural and urban contexts as far as mixing is concerned.  Murtagh and Carmichael point out that mixed (social) housing estates tend to be concentrated in a belt of mainly rural districts in the west and mid-west of Northern Ireland, while Byrne et al identify the particular impacts – especially in former years – of the agriculture industry, which facilitated mixing by necessity in a context where neighbours helped each other at critical times of year including the harvest.  

In both rural and urban settings, length of residence has been identified as an important component in creating and sustaining relationships.  Along with the increasing trend for commuting to work and the more individualised lifestyles that have tended to develop in recent years, building this type of social capital and cohesion, particularly in new developments, may be a critical challenge moving forward, especially given that Murtagh and Carmichael have already identified a move towards social segmentation in mixed religion areas.  In this context, it is useful to take account of a number of indicators of mixed areas identified by Byrne et al:

· Protestant and Catholic residents

· Few sectarian incidents

· Acceptance of cultural symbols and events

· Freedom of movement

· Expression of culture (without fear of persecution)

· Community participation

· Diversity – the presence of different ethnic groups helping to promote a perception that an area is safe and secure

The findings on the need for social interaction are elaborated by a recent report by Hewstone et al for OFMDFM, which looked at evidence from mixed and segregated areas to consider whether contact can promote better relations.  The authors of the report found that:

It is not the case that in ‘mixed’ areas the two communities simply ‘live side-by-side’; rather, there is evidence of real integration.  Those who live ‘apart’ in segregated communities have, for the most part, also studied apart and now work apart.  Although there is evidence of ‘more’ extensive social interaction in segregated areas, mixed neighbourhoods had just as much social capital when the quality of interactions was measured.  Thus, living in a mixed area does not have to come at the cost of valued social interactions.  Our findings lend support to:

· The promotion of policy prioritising the development of more mixed housing in Northern Ireland.

· Initiatives to ensure that contact in mixed areas is not just superficial, but that, where possible, it facilitates the development of friendship bonds between residents from different groups.

· The promotion of shared space and strategies to deal with chill factors.

In addition, there are around 400 families on the waiting list for social housing with mixed religious backgrounds which has led to new schemes being introduced for the first time in a generation. The first mixed community social housing scheme, which is a flagship development for the Shared Future agenda, was opened in County Fermanagh in October 2006. It is designed to accommodate 20 families on Carran Crescent outside the town of Enniskillen with each family has signed a charter for their community. In terms of achieving and maintaining ‘mix’ within the community no more than 70% of any one religion will be allowed to reside on the scheme at any given time.  This ratio therefore moves towards Murtagh and Carmichael’s (2005) definition of mixed communities and away from Boals’s (1982) previously employed categorisation of 90%.  This marks a clear signal of positive moves towards increasing residential integration within the social housing sector.  Carran Cresent wae the first of planned mixed residential developments within the social housing sector with planning for future, similar schemes currently actively underway with four further schemes planned..
The Social Costs of Segregated Housing

Segregated housing dictates a more complex relationship between housing supply and demand than integrated housing would – demand for public sector housing from one religion cannot be met from supply within the other group’s territory, even though the two areas may be in close proximity (Boal 1996). This territorial scenario has created a situation, particularly in some areas of Belfast, whereby many Protestant areas are under-occupied or redevelopment schemes have left large empty areas whilst in neighbouring Catholic areas there remains a heavy demand for new houses and a greater density of population (Jarman 2002). However, segregated housing can lead to more than financial costs as it is argued that segregated residential areas lead to greater community isolation and to community fragmentation (Jarman 2002). Poole and Doherty (1995) also argued that residential segregation can help to cause what was termed by Boal (1982) as “activity segregation” whereby social groups become separated at non-residential places such as schools and workplaces. According to this opinion, activity segregation makes conflict more likely by fostering division and, therefore, hostility.  

Despite the peace process, many communities in Northern Ireland still experience fear and subsequently avoid areas dominated by the other religion.  Chill factors are important in explaining this fear; a “chill factor” implies that socially constructed fears impede normal activity.  Shirlow (2001) reported the highly religiously segregated nature of work places in Northern Ireland, and where mixing does occur, it tends to be when employees are more affluent or live in a less religiously segregated area.  

Most research has concentrated on the scale and effects of residential segregation.  The costs of segregation have been highlighted above; however, there has been relatively little research on religiously integrated housing in Northern Ireland.  Murtagh and McDaid (2000) highlight the financial, housing management and social benefits of mixed housing.  In terms of the positive financial and housing management benefits, greater efficiency in stock occupancy and the use of contested land are key issues.  Integrated housing also encourages the development of trust and cross-community relations.  Understanding of the other community’s values and culture help to build mutual understanding and tolerance.  

The problems of developing integrated housing

Social housing providers face difficulty in securing land in high demand areas for all new build social housing. The use of land raises another problematic issue for policy makers in Northern Ireland, as communities claim ownership of land, making it difficult for policy makers to treat land as a neutral resource.

In Northern Ireland the issue of land is closely aligned with that of territoriality and in 2004, Darby and Knox highlighted the importance of territoriality.  Respondents in this research from Protestant groups referred to Catholic (Republican) attempts to take over their territory.  Catholic respondents were aware of this contention; however, they were found to believe that the issue was of one of meeting housing need.  As one respondent stated: “Protestants perceive this shift as territorial encroachment whereas Catholics are attempting to resolve problems of need”.  

Whilst the costs of segregated living and the benefits of integrated living have been outlined above, it is necessary to reflect upon the issue of choice – are those living in segregated areas living there voluntary or involuntarily?  Indeed, many choose to live in segregated areas.  Furthermore, whilst segregated housing, and its ability to reinforce stereotypes, is clearly not a positive long-term vision for housing in Northern Ireland, Boal (1996) illustrates how it isn’t entirely negative arguing that concentration can provide defence against physical threat and a basis for cultural preservation, amongst other things.  However, assessing the difference between voluntary and involuntary segregation is complex.  Poole and Doherty (1995) provide the following example:  if a city’s housing market consists almost entirely of religiously segregated areas, then for example, a Catholic’s decision to live in a Catholic district is in one sense voluntary.  Poole and Doherty (1995) argued that this is the case as the options rejected are Protestant areas which the mover is reluctant to enter. At the same time, if the decision-makers preference is for a mixed area, which the segregated system prevents from existing, the mover is in fact constrained against their will to live in a Catholic area by the limited options available.   

The importance of the ability to exercise choice, i.e. that people have viable housing options to choose from, in this case mixed areas or segregated areas, has been highlighted by several academics.  For example, Boal (1982) stressed the importance of choice over a forced integration policy.  Poole and Doherty (1995) also argued that what is more important from a policy perspective is whether there is sufficient choice of a range of social environments to make a voluntary decision possible.  Real choice means that there should be a wide alternative of different environments, both segregated and mixed areas, and is based on the belief that people have a right to meaningful choice.                              

A Sheffield Hallem University team has researched the contribution of housing management to community cohesion. Although segregation was an important concern for many of the study’s respondents, opinions varied about: whether it was actually a problem; whether it was an issue that should be tackled; what interventions might be appropriate, and how tackling segregation might promote or undermine community cohesion (Robinson et al., 2004).  One housing association Director observed that ‘my most sustainable schemes are mono-cultural’ (p15). Residential integration was not seen necessarily as essential for integration to take place and reservations with regard to promoting residential integration appeared to recognise that people often live in segregated communities for good reason.  A key theme in this discussion was the importance of choice and the argument made was a view that housing management had a key role to play: in provision of relevant and appropriate housing opportunities; in allocations and lettings; through community participation, involvement and development; via equality of opportunity, and through tenancy support and management (Harrison et al 2005). Examples of practical efforts that were in hand or completed were provided. These included stock conversion as a means to responding to inadequacies in the local stock profile, bringing residents together in a regeneration planning process, changing or enhancing allocations and lettings practices, tenancy support improvements, and training local people to report hate crime.  Blackaby (2004) also provided a good practice example of how community cohesion can be developed. Here the aims are to: 
· Develop and maintain contact with hard to reach groups; 

· Provide tenancy support complementing the work of other service provider;

· Co-ordinate and promote community development activity (and develop new projects and activities to encourage social and residential integration and cultural awareness);

· Support communities to move to non traditional areas;

· Forge multi-agency partnerships to tailor services to deliver more effectively to meet specific needs in deprived areas; and

· Provide ‘racial equality’ and cultural awareness within tenants’ and residents’ associations (Blackaby, 2004).


Blackaby (2004) pays particular attention to the creating of ‘mixed neighbourhoods’, although indicating that this should not be about compulsion but extending choices and creating new opportunities. 

Intrinsically, A Shared Future (2005) takes the view that the development of integrated social housing, whilst facilitating increased choice, should not be the main policy driver in new build social housing, but rather as an add-on through projects in selected areas.  The notion that all new build social housing should be integrated has been rejected in-line with Boal’s (1982) and Doherty and Poole’s (1999) thesis.  The NIHE has pointed out that creating choice means that those who choose to live in single-identity neighbourhoods must be supported.  

Conclusion
There is no doubt that the future of Northern Ireland’s housing market is closely tied up with developments in the world economy.  

I recent years and particularly in 2007, Northern Ireland’s housing market experienced a significant increase in house prices.  The enormous investor driven increases in house prices reached their peak in the Spring of that year.  Over the Summer a period of caution followed, with investor interest moving to Great Britain and further afield.  Transaction levels fell markedly as buyers waited for prices to drop and sellers held back hoping to achieve the prices of early 2007.  During the last quarter of 2007 significant price reductions became increasingly apparent and developers and vendors accepted that the prices achieved in the first two quarters of 2007 were no longer unsustainable. This trend has continued and it is anticipated that it will take at least another year for confidence to return depending on wider trends in the world and in the UK economy.

There is no doubt that the future of Northern Ireland’s housing market is closely tied up with developments in the world economy.  The USA remains the hub of global economic activity and any assessment of the future of Northern Ireland’s housing market must have as its point of departure the likelihood, duration and depth of a downturn in the US economy and the magnitude of the spill over effects on the rest of the industrialised countries.  There are increasing signs that the US economy has already entered a more prolonged recession.  The dependence of the UK economy on the financial sector makes it particularly vulnerable to the ongoing effects of the “credit crunch”.  Northern Ireland’s economy will not escape the effects of this economic turbulence.

Lenders are being more cautious in terms of lending policies and the price of credit has increased.  These factors combined indicate a significant downturn in Northern Ireland’s housing market, with sustained difficulties for most first time buyers. It is likely that an increasing number will seek to meet their accommodation needs in the private rented sector or social rented sector.     In the social rented sector it is likely to result in increased waiting lists which have already been increasing over the past five years. 

Added to this negative scenario is the legacy of the ‘troubles’ particularly in the social rented sector where ethno religious division is rampant. Northern Ireland has much to do before it becomes an integrated society due to longstanding community divisions that have existed for centuries. Amongst the impediments to a shared society are the territorial divisions that mark Northern Ireland deriving from sectarian communal division that has itself been marked by years of political and sectarian violence. As such, rural and urban areas of Northern Ireland have both visible and invisible boundaries, or interfaces as they are locally termed, which are an impediment to shared public space.  A Shared Future (2005) noted that: ‘the costs of a divided society - whilst recognising, of course, the very real fears of people around safety and security considerations - are abundantly clear: segregated housing and education, security costs, less than efficient public service provision, and deep-rooted intolerance that has too often been used to justify violent sectarianism and racism.  Policy that simply adapts to, but does not alter these challenges, results in inefficient resource allocations. These are not sustainable in the medium to long‑term.’ The Housing Executive and others are now working positively to dilute the physical and mental barriers that exist but this will take a long time and must be approached with caution otherwise there may be a possibility that sectarian violence could return in some areas. In a period when public money is scarce it is important to embrace the goodwill that exists within some communities to create a situation where, in the long term, savings will be made be the abolition of the duplication and multiplication of service delivery.
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