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Mid Suffolk District Council

Empty Homes Strategy

2008 – 2011

Foreword

Welcome to the Empty Homes Strategy, which sets out the range of initiatives that the Council plans to implement over the next three years to maximise the return to use of empty properties across Mid Suffolk.

The shortage of housing in many parts of the country means many ordinary people are unable to afford a decent home. The Government is committed to increasing the supply of housing and recognises that at the same time we must ensure that we make the best possible use of existing homes. The issue is one of great importance in Mid Suffolk, where the supply of affordable housing is a key priority for the Council.

It remains a scandal that there are approaching three quarters of a million empty homes across England at a time when there is great housing need, in particular for affordable homes in the south and east of the country. That need may be set to become more acute in the immediate future as the impact of the global economic recession is felt: increasing numbers of workers laid off may be unable to maintain mortgage payments and fall victim to repossession of their homes, adding not only to housing need, but also to the numbers of homes lying vacant.

Empty properties also have a huge social impact: they can affect the appearance of a neighbourhood and people living nearby have to suffer the consequences if an empty home falls derelict, is attacked by vandals, or is broken into and becomes the focus of anti-social behaviour from squatting occupants.

Quite apart from all this, empty homes represent an acute waste of existing local housing resources and the Council is committed to playing a key leading role in freeing them up to provide much needed housing accommodation.

Introduction

Empty homes are a wasted resource particularly when there is a housing shortage in Mid Suffolk. Empty properties can contribute towards the degeneration of a neighbourhood including undermining community spirit. Through this Empty Homes Strategy, the Council can demonstrate that it is serious about tackling the problem of empty homes and that it has produced a programme of actions designed to deliver realistic but effective solutions that will not only help reduce the problems associated with empty homes but also contribute to the supply of affordable housing.

It will lead to a range of tangible benefits for the Council, the empty property owners and the community:

· The Council will benefit from meeting the housing need of local people, reducing the need to build on green field sites, generating additional Council Tax and preventing empty properties from becoming the focus of anti-social behaviour;

· The empty property owners will benefit from the provision of support and advice on options for the return to use of their empty properties, possible financial assistance and support to turn their costly empty properties into valuable assets;

· The people living in Mid Suffolk will benefit through improvement and maintenance of their existing built environment and street scene, helping to maintain safe and attractive neighbourhoods and prevent the depreciation of local property values;

· Regeneration and increased investment in neighbourhoods will help prevent the neighbourhood blight that empty properties can cause, and provide a boost to the morale of local communities; 

· A successful Empty Homes Strategy will also help provide more affordable housing, reducing some of the pressure on the existing housing stock and the housing register;

· Many long-term empty homes are in a deteriorated condition. Schemes that provide new units of accommodation and restore empty homes to use through their renovation contribute to the raising of housing standards;

· ‘Flats over the shop’ initiatives and the conversion of space in commercial premises into units of accommodation help promote viability and the regeneration of town centres;

· Restoring empty and run-down homes and converting wasted and unused space in buildings to provide new accommodation can significantly add to the range and variety of choice for those in need of a home; and
· The creation of additional units of accommodation within existing commercial premises in particular can provide much needed income to support the viability of the business in question.

Why do homes remain empty?

Homes become long-term vacant for a variety of reasons. Among the most common are:

· The death of the owner and protracted probate issues;

· Similarly, repossessed homes may remain empty for long periods whilst complex legal circumstances are resolved: as mentioned above in the Foreword, increasing numbers of repossessions brought about by the economic recession affecting the UK and the rest of the world at the time of compiling this Strategy may significantly add to the numbers of long term vacant homes, and this may be a principal factor; 

· The owner having to be placed in long term care or hospitalisation;

· The owner having difficulty in selling or letting;

· The property falling into poor condition, with the owner unable or unwilling to invest in improvements;

· Reluctance to sell on the part of the owner; and

· Owners’ concerns over letting and management.

What are the problems?

Long-term vacant properties tend to be synonymous with a range of problems, including:

For owners:

· A loss of income, either from rental or capital from sale;

· Deterioration in the standard of repair;

· An increased risk of vandalism and damage at the property;

· An increased risk of the property falling prone to squatting; and

· A reduction in the value of the property.

For public bodies:

· The cost to the Council, the Police and other agencies in addressing problems;

· The loss of Council Tax and other revenues associated with empty property;

· The under-utilisation of existing housing stock; and

· The costs incurred for making empty homes secure and dealing with associated complaints.

For the immediate neighbourhood and wider community:

· The increased pressure to provide new units of accommodation, potentially on greenfield sites;

· The blight affecting the property itself, adjoining property, the street scene, and the neighbourhood; and

· The anti social behaviour and crime that empty properties may attract.

Objectives

This Empty Homes Strategy provides the framework within which the Council can work with other organisations and private individuals to return empty properties to use and encourage the development of vacant and wasted space in commercial premises. The principal objectives are:

· To reduce the number of long-term empty homes across all tenures in Mid Suffolk;

· To adopt and maintain a proactive approach to the identification, restoration and conversion of existing empty homes and unused space in commercial premises;

· To support the Council’s Strategic Plan – Priority 1: Affordable and Decent Housing by targeting empty properties that can help contribute to meeting housing need;

· To give prospective tenants the opportunity to gain access to suitable accommodation in the private rented sector by increasing the provision and availability of affordable housing;

· To make best use of existing development and in turn reduce the need for development on greenfield sites; 

· To involve a range of key partners and individuals to encourage action and make the best use of limited resources;

· To raise awareness of empty homes issues and ensure that landlords and prospective landlords have access to information and schemes that may assist them in ensuring that their properties are returned to use and remain occupied;

· Where necessary, to use appropriate enforcement action to return property to use; and

· To enhance the local environment by working towards the eradication of empty and derelict properties.

Background

Empty homes achievements in Mid Suffolk

The Council launched its first Empty Homes Strategy in 2002 in order to promote the return to use of empty homes in the private sector. The Strategy contained a number of potential solutions and initiatives including working with a Registered Social Landlord partner to provide letting and management solutions, and providing financial assistance to owners of empty properties to encourage them to return them to use. The Council introduced empty Homes grants for the first time in 2003 to support its Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy and has continued to offer this support over the subsequent years. The Council set itself a target to restore 10 empty homes to use each year through direct action under Best Value Performance Indicator 64, and the performance against this target over recent years is as follows:

	
	Empty homes returned to use through the Council’s direct actions

	Year
	Target
	Actual

	2005/06
	10
	15

	2006/07
	12
	15

	2007/08
	12
	15

	2008/09
	12
	12 to date


Furthermore during this period, the Council has:

· Surveyed the main centres of population in the district to identify empty and wasted space above shops and commercial premises, and investigate the potential for flats over the shop schemes;

· Assisted the return to use of empty properties through its rent deposit guarantee scheme in 22 cases; and

· Paid out £73,000 in empty homes grants to help restore 6 empty properties to use to create 11 new homes.

The National Context

The Empty Homes Agency has published government statistics showing that at the beginning of April 2007 there were some 672,924 empty properties in England, the majority of which were in the private sector and concentrated in the areas of greatest housing need. Furthermore, the statistics reveal that over forty per cent of these homes – nearly 280,000 – had been empty for more than six months, while the rate of return of empty homes to use was as low as 4.5% overall and about 10% of the long-term empty stock.

Figure 1 below provides a comparison breakdown of the statistics for empty homes at national, regional and local levels using data available up to 1 April 2007 (source: Communities and Local Government HSSA returns for 2007)

Figure 1: empty homes at national, regional and local levels as at April 1 2007

	
	England
	East of England
	Suffolk total
	Mid Suffolk

	Total number of empty homes
	672,924
	61,028
	8,805
	674

	Empty homes as a % of the housing stock
	3.02%
	2.50%
	2.80%
	1.70%

	Empty council homes
	40,963
	2,496
	306
	49

	Empty Housing Association homes
	38,178
	2,648
	320
	0

	Empty other public body homes
	6,554
	1,035
	19
	0

	Empty Private homes
	587,229
	54,849
	8,160
	625

	Private homes empty more than 6 months
	279,281
	26,244
	3,585
	551

	Number of properties brought back into use (2006/07)
	30,021
	1,783
	192
	14


Source: Empty Homes Agency

Published in July 2007, the housing Green Paper Homes for the Future: More Affordable, More Sustainable sets out the Government’s strategy for meeting a new target of over 240,000 net additional homes a year across the country by 2016 (some 2 million new homes overall by 2016), and it makes specific reference to the need to tackle long term empty properties to support these objectives. The Communities and Local Government consultation on the new Housing and Planning Delivery Grant also suggests that councils will require to have in place an effective empty homes strategy to be eligible for grant.

In an attempt to strengthen the Local Authority hand in tackling empty homes, the government introduced new powers under the Housing Act 2004 for imposing Empty Dwelling Management Orders (EDMOs): while councils are being encouraged to use these powers, the process is complex and resource intensive and the take up nationally is very low.

Councils are also required to deliver sustainable development that considers effective protection of the environment. The Empty Homes Agency has drawn attention to how the return to use of empty homes can contribute to this objective. Research has shown that the creation of new homes involves in the order of 60-70 tonnes of carbon emissions per unit whereas the refurbishment and return to use of existing properties will by comparison involve between 7-10 tonnes

Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS)

The HHSRS replaced the previous Housing Fitness Standard and uses risk assessment to assess the condition of housing and provide the Council with a basis for taking action to improve standards. Enforceable through the Housing Act 2004, the standards required to ensure that housing is safe and free from risk will be the minimum standard sought in improving empty homes and returning them to use. The HHSRS rating forms part of the Decent Homes standard (see below).

Decent Homes Standard

The Government’s 2002 Spending Review renewed the commitment to making all social housing decent by 2010. The target was also extended to cover vulnerable households in the private sector as follows:

‘By 2010 to bring all social housing into decent condition, with most of the improvements taking place in deprived areas, and increase the proportion of private sector housing in decent condition occupied by vulnerable groups.’

The Decent Homes Target Implementation Plan sets out delivery targets for specific years up to 2020 expressed as a proportion of vulnerable households in the private sector living in decent homes. The relevant target percentages are 65% by 2006, 70% by 2010, and 75% by 2020. There is also a target that this proportion will increase year by year. A decent home is one that meets the following criteria:

· ‘It meets the current minimum statutory standard for housing: i.e. it is free of significant health and safety hazards under the HHSRS’;

· ‘It is in a reasonable state of repair’;

· ‘It has reasonably modern facilities and services’; and

· ‘It provides a reasonable degree of thermal comfort, with effective insulation and efficient heating’.

The aim of this strategy is that those homes restored to use by the Council’s actions will meet the Decent Homes standard as a minimum requirement.

Planning Policy Statement 3: Housing (PPS3)

Published in November 2006, PPS3 underpins the delivery of the Government’s strategic housing policy objectives and goal ‘to ensure that everyone has the opportunity to live in a decent home, which they can afford in a community where they want to live.’ A key objective is that local planning authorities continue to make effective use of land by re-using land that has been previously developed: the national annual target is that at least 60% of new housing be provided on previously developed land, including land and buildings that are vacant or derelict. Clearly the return to use of empty homes will contribute to meeting this target.

The Sub-Regional Context

Mid Suffolk lies within what is known as the Greater Haven Gateway Sub-Region, an area comprising four districts or boroughs in Suffolk and four in Essex, centred on the Haven Estuary. The eight councils working together within the Sub-Region published a Sub Regional Housing Strategy for the period 2006 – 2010 containing specific action points aimed at bringing empty homes back into use to contribute to the supply of quality affordable housing through options such as leasing initiatives and the use of the new powers provided under the Housing Act 2004.

As can be seen in figure 2 below, there are more than 4000 homes in the Sub-Region that have been empty for over 6 months according to data drawn from HSSA returns for 2007 and published by the Empty Homes Agency:

Figure 2: Empty Homes at Sub-Regional level as at April 1 2007

	
	Babergh
	Colchester
	Ipswich
	Mid Suffolk
	Braintree
	Suffolk Coastal
	Maldon
	Tendring
	Sub-Region Total

	Total number of empty homes
	1,066
	2,318
	1,541
	674
	1,940
	1,712
	784
	2,761
	12,796

	Empty homes as a % of the housing stock
	2.83%
	3.26%
	2.77%
	1.70%
	3.22%
	3.03%
	2.98%
	4.17%
	Not available

	Empty council homes
	101
	39
	45
	49
	81
	5
	0
	67
	387

	Empty Housing Association homes
	14
	41
	109
	0
	25
	53
	82
	33
	357

	Empty other public body homes
	0
	650
	15
	0
	3
	0
	0
	3
	671

	Empty private homes
	951
	1,588
	1,372
	625
	1,831
	1,654
	702
	2,658
	11,381

	Private homes empty more than 6 months
	389
	522
	525
	551
	0
	796
	397
	1,196
	4,376

	Number of properties brought back into use (2006/07)
	5
	67
	66
	14
	67
	70
	59
	4
	352


Source: Empty Homes Agency

This Strategy supports the Greater Haven Gateway Sub Regional Housing Strategy in the following areas of priority:

· Improve housing conditions for vulnerable people living in the private sector – by ensuring that action to restore empty homes to use succeeds in providing affordable homes that meet the Decent Homes standard; and

· Ensure housing in the sub region is high quality and sustainable – again by tackling those properties that are in the poorest condition and improving them to meet the Decent Homes standard.

The Local Context

For Suffolk, the statistics provided by the HSSA returns for 2007 demonstrate that Mid Suffolk has the second lowest rate of property vacancy of the seven districts and boroughs, at just 1.7% of the district’s overall housing stock. However, a greater proportion of the empty homes in Mid Suffolk are longer-term empty: some 88% of the empty homes are vacant for over 6 months compared to under 50% elsewhere in the county. Figure 3 below provides a detailed breakdown of the local position as at April 1 2007.

As figure 3 below illustrates, Mid Suffolk has some 550 homes that have been empty for over 6 months, and the statistics in figure 4 covering the past four years to 2008 show that the number of longer-term empty homes has consistently remained above the 500 mark over that period.

Figure 3: empty homes across Suffolk as at April 1 2007

	
	Babergh
	Forest Heath
	Ipswich
	Mid Suffolk
	St Edmundsbury
	Suffolk Coastal
	Waveney
	Suffolk total

	Total number of empty homes
	1,066
	328
	1,541
	674
	994
	1,712
	2,490
	8,805

	Empty homes as a % of the housing stock
	2.83%
	1.27%
	2.77%
	1.70%
	2.21%
	3.03%
	4.62%
	2.80%

	Empty council homes
	101
	0
	45
	49
	0
	5
	106
	306

	Empty Housing Association homes
	14
	28
	109
	0
	103
	53
	13
	320

	Empty other public body homes
	0
	0
	15
	0
	4
	0
	No data
	19

	Empty private homes
	951
	300
	1,372
	625
	887
	1,654
	2,371
	8,160

	Private homes empty more than 6 months
	389
	67
	525
	551
	280
	796
	977
	3,585

	Number of properties brought back into use (2006/07)
	5
	No data
	66
	14
	30
	70
	7
	192


Source: Empty Homes Agency

Figure 4: empty homes in Mid Suffolk: empty homes statistics 2005 – 2008:

	
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008

	Number of vacant homes as at 1 April
	1469
	1558
	674
	818

	Number of long term (> 6 months) vacant homes as at 1 April
	561
	829
	551
	529


Source: Mid Suffolk HSSA returns 2005 – 2008

The most recent 2008 HSSA return for Mid Suffolk confirms that there are 40,242 homes, of which 818 remain empty: 780 of the empty homes are in the private sector, while 529 have been empty for longer than 6 months. Meanwhile:

· During 2007/08, 46 households were accepted as statutorily homeless;

· It is estimated that there is a current need to provide 698 units of affordable housing in Mid Suffolk to meet the backlog of need. Current sources are estimated to be able to provide 559 of these units leaving an estimated shortfall of around 139 units of affordable housing (Source: Mid Suffolk District Council draft Housing Needs Survey report 2008); and
· There were 2,036 households on the housing register in Mid Suffolk as at April 1 2008, compared to 1,760 in 2004; 1,836 in 2005; 1,852 in 2006; and 1,587 in 2007 (Source: HSSA returns, published by CLG).
In Summary:

Empty homes and underused space constitute a waste of existing housing capacity in the district whilst there remains significant unmet housing need.
The Picture in Mid Suffolk

· There are 123 parishes in Mid Suffolk, and few are without at least one empty home: the problem is therefore district wide and does not just centre on the larger towns or villages.

· The rural isolation of some properties in the deeper rural areas may also be a factor leading initially to their long-term vacancy and in turn having a bearing on the options and success in returning them to use. Viability may depend on transport links and access to local services, not to mention affordability, as many tend to be larger detached properties that may be inaccessible financially to a high proportion of the market.

· Mid Suffolk has a high proportion of listed buildings, and where these are long-term vacant there are additional issues to consider, including;

· Long term empty listed buildings may decay to the point where they are under threat;

· There may be limitations on what can be done to restore them, and specific Listed Building Consent would be required;

· Restoration work may be specialist in nature and therefore more costly to undertake; and

· Restoration may be key for reasons other than just housing need.

There is already a cross-service approach to dealing with these circumstances as they arise that may need to be built upon.

The population centres: homes over shops

Research carried out to support the earlier Empty Homes Strategy identified the potential to reduce the waste of unoccupied space over shops and other commercial premises in the main population centres, and follow up work succeeded in returning some of this space to use through renovation and/or conversion. Utilisation of this space may:

· Help reduce the need for new build;

· Contribute towards sustainability;

· Add to the provision of affordable housing, ease the burden on the housing register and provide additional capacity for resolving homelessness; and

· Help bring new life to the population centres.

As with empty homes generally, the viability of individual schemes is dependent upon a number of factors:

	Factor
	Significance of negative outcome

	Receiving planning, building control, or listed building consent
	Failure to receive necessary statutory consents would prevent a scheme progressing

	The cost of the project
	Economic viability would take a number of factors into account, including the availability of grants, and the likely return from letting. Independent funding is less likely if costs are excessive.

	Access
	Separate access is essential, and failure to provide this would prevent a scheme progressing

	The condition of the property
	The higher the level of disrepair, the less viable the scheme is likely to be. The availability of grant will be a factor.

	Fire precautions and means of escape
	Failure or inability to provide adequate means of escape where required in a scheme will prevent it progressing. 

	Suitability of proposed accommodation
	Schemes should aim to provide low cost affordable homes; proposals that that fail to achieve this are less likely to be supported but may be the only option to return a property to use.

	Use of ground floor
	It may not be appropriate to provide housing accommodation over certain premises. Potential nuisance to tenants should always be a consideration in any scheme.

	Tenure/leasing agreements/covenants
	Some agreements may prohibit development or change of use.

	Insurance and mortgagee consent
	Scheme approval is essential to enable it to proceed


Squatting

Empty homes and commercial premises centred around the Stowmarket area have been the target for squatters and there have been well publicised cases where squatters’ anti-social behaviour has caused nuisance to local neighbourhoods and where the squatters have been responsible for significant damage to the buildings in question. Quite apart from the cost to the owners concerned, the incidents have a significant detrimental impact on the immediate local neighbourhood and are both costly and time consuming for the police, the Council and other agencies to deal with. Work is under way for these agencies to share information that will enable a more effective coordinated response to be made to reduce the likelihood of such incidents and engage with owners whose properties may be under threat. Effective actions to reduce the likelihood of crime associated with squatting will support the Council in meeting its duties under the Crime and Disorder Act 1998
Links to local policies and strategies

Policies and strategies at the local level contain strong links to the national and sub-regional drivers for action on empty homes, and the more significant and relevant of these links are set out below.

Mid Suffolk District Council Strategic Plan 2007-2011
The Empty Homes Strategy underpins the following aims:

Priority 1: Affordable and Decent Housing

· Making more housing affordable to more people

· Improve standards of accommodation in privately owned homes

Priority 2: Responsible Environmental Management

· Reduce the Council and the District’s own environmental impact

Priority 3: Safer and Cohesive Communities

· Improve access to services for minority, disadvantaged and vulnerable groups

Suffolk County Council Sustainable Community Strategy

The Empty Homes Strategy supports the following themes:

Suffolk – the county with the greatest reduction in carbon emissions. The relevant focus area is: ‘reduce Suffolk’s carbon footprint and adapt to the changing climate and geography’. Making use of the district’s existing housing stock represents a more carbon efficient option than new build. The actions contained in this Strategy also include improving the energy efficiency of the housing in question.

Suffolk – a place where everyone is safe, healthy and included, no matter who they are or where in the county they live. The relevant focus areas are: ‘people and communities are safeguarded from harm’, and ‘reduce health inequalities’. The Strategy aims to improve health through actions that create better housing conditions and to focus these actions specifically on more vulnerable households

These address the crosscutting principle of   ‘Affordable, quality housing for all’

Local Area Agreement (LAA)

This Strategy supports the themes of the LAA in the following ways:

Block 2 – Sustainable Communities – reduce emissions of carbon or carbon dioxide, by providing additional homes from existing property as compared to the carbon cost of new build; and by improving the energy efficiency of the housing stock as part of any improvement scheme.

Greater Haven Gateway Sub Regional Housing Strategy 2006/10

This Strategy supports the Greater Haven Gateway Sub Regional Housing Strategy in the following areas of priority (see also Sub-Regional context, above):

Improve housing conditions for vulnerable people living in the private sector by focusing action and financial assistance on homes that are improved and made available to vulnerable groups at affordable rent; and

Ensure housing in the sub region is high quality and sustainable by ensuring that homes are restored to meet the Decent Homes standard, are energy efficient, and affordable to rent.

ISO 14001 Environmental Management System

Mid Suffolk District Council has established an environmental management system to ensure that it continually strives to improve its own environmental performance. The process of returning existing empty homes to use to meet Decent Homes standards for thermal efficiency will support this commitment on two levels: firstly as already stated, this is the most carbon efficient way to provide new homes compared to new build, and secondly the improvements in energy efficiency brought about by the actions in this strategy will ensure reduced carbon emissions for the future.
Mid Suffolk District Council Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy

Approved for 2008/09 by Members in April of this year, the Renewal Policy contains specific measures to assist the owners of long term empty homes with grants aimed at improving them to Decent Homes standard and returning them to use as housing for rent. There are enhanced incentives for offering up the properties for rent at affordable levels. 

Mid Suffolk District Council Planning: Core Strategy

Declared sound by the Planning Inspectorate and adopted by the Council in September 2008, the Core Strategy confirms targets for the provision of new homes at a rate of 415 per year through to 2021 to meet projected demand. Taking into account PPS3, the Core Strategy proposes a target of 50% of provision to be from previously developed land or buildings, and clearly as stated above in respect of PPS3, the return of existing empty homes to use may contribute to meeting this target.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Targeting the empty homes

The Council can draw upon a number of sources of information to build a database on empty homes, including:

· Council Tax records: these are generally accepted to be the primary source of information for councils with regard to empty homes. They are regularly updated and contain information on the location of empty properties and the period for which they have stood empty. These records should provide the Council at the very least with a reasonably accurate picture of the extent and location of the long-term vacant property problem. Additional information on the identity and address of the taxpayer may be subject to data protection restrictions, but clearly would assist engagement with owners if it is available for use;

· Complaints and service enquiries from local residents about empty homes and vacant sites;

· Grant and other enquiries from the owners of vacant properties;

· Referrals from other agencies and organisations such as the police; and

· Survey work such as the town centre research carried out to identify vacant space over shops

Actions at a local level

It is recognised that properties remain empty for a wide variety of reasons, and owners’ circumstances will also vary. There is no one single solution that will be appropriate to all these circumstances, and the options need to be realistic taking into account the resources that are at the Council’s disposal. The potential options range from giving advice and information through to voluntary agreements and financial assistance with enforcement actions providing a last resort. In more detail these are:

· Advice and information to empty property owners and members of the public through publicity, leaflets and one to one contacts;

· Incentives to let, such as the rent deposit guarantee scheme (subject to funding);

· Providing a Private Sector Leasing option through working with an identified Registered Social Landlord partner, offering a solution to those owners who do not wish to manage direct. A partner has yet to be identified in this respect;

· Offering grants to owners of empty homes to help them renovate and/or convert them to decent homes standard for letting at affordable rent in accordance with the Council’s Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy

· Taking enforcement action to improve the condition of empty homes, e.g.

· Under the Town and Country Planning Acts for sites that adversely affect the amenity of an area;

· Under the Building Act 1984 for structures that are dangerous;

· Under the Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act for buildings or sites that need securing against entry;

· Under the Public Health or Environmental Protection Acts for those properties that are causing a statutory nuisance;

· Under the Prevention of Damage by Pests Act to rid properties of rats or mice; and

· Under the Housing Act 2004 to deal with hazards that have the potential to cause harm;

· Enforced sale to a third party may be possible where the Council has placed a charge on a property – for instance following enforcement action as outlined above;

· Empty Dwelling Management Orders (EDMOs) where a property has been vacant in excess of 6 months for no apparent reason in an area of housing need with no prospect of it being occupied under the current owner, who has also refused all reasonable offers of assistance; and

· Compulsory Purchase Order (CPO), for long-term empty property in poor condition and in an area of housing need. This is the ultimate sanction, most appropriate for properties that require extensive repair and renovation and where an EDMO is unlikely to be cost-effective or appropriate.

The Council ia a signatory to the Enforcement Concordat and all enforcement actions referred to in this Strategy will be undertaken in accordance with the Council’s Corporate Enforcement Policy.

Engaging with owners

Efforts to return empty homes to use will have the greatest chance of success if there is a good working relationship between the Council and the owners of these properties to encourage their voluntary return to use. The general principle will apply that only where voluntary approaches have been declined or ignored will the Council consider the use of statutory enforcement powers.

The Council will ensure that information is circulated as widely as possible through publicity and the Council’s web site and is specifically directed towards the identified owners of empty homes by writing to them individually.

Funding

The actions set out within this strategy are intended to be delivered using existing identified staff and funding resources.

The Council already makes provision for financial assistance to the owners of long-term empty homes and vacant buildings in the form of empty homes grants available through the Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy. Empty homes grants are funded within the discretionary housing grants element of the Council’s Annual Housing Capital Programme. Generally schemes will only attract grant aid where they prove to be viable in terms of securing an assured future use of the property as affordable housing for rent. Compulsory Purchase Orders will only be considered where onward sale to a Registered Social Landlord or other third party purchaser can be agreed in order to avoid financial implications.

Leading a partnership including three other neighbour councils, the Council has successfully bid for additional funding from Government Regional Office for the years 2009/10 and 2010/11 specifically aimed at returning empty homes to use: sharing an additional £500,000, the partner councils will be working jointly on an empty homes project covering the four areas and aimed at returning 20 empty homes to use over the two years

Partnering

A partnership approach is key to achieving many of the targets set within this strategy and the Council will seek to develop effective working relationships both internally where they are needed and with external stakeholders. Referred to elsewhere within this strategy, the significant relationships will involve:

· Working with our neighbour partner councils in delivering on the joint initiative to return empty homes to use across the four districts;

· Working with agencies such as the police to share information and provide effective measures to counter the threat of squatting in vacant properties;

· Service areas within the Council working together not only to share information but to deliver jointly agreed actions to deal with empty homes problems;

· Engaging with the owners of empty homes to work with them to return them to use;

· Working with an identified Registered Social Landlord partner to develop options for private sector leasing

Disincentives

In a bid to reduce the numbers of long-term empty homes across the district and at the same time improve revenue, the Council withdrew the range of Council Tax exemptions for vacant properties and now levies the full Council Tax charge for properties that stand vacant in excess of six months.

In summary, the Council’s key actions to support this Strategy are:

Creation and maintenance of an information database on empty homes

Engaging with the owners of empty homes

Tailoring the Council’s grants and loans policy to provide incentives for owners

Working with partner agencies to develop solutions; and

Ultimately using the range of enforcement tools at the Council’s disposal where necessary

Performance Management

Best Value Performance Indicator (BVPI) 64

BVPI 64 is the performance indicator that has been used to measure performance with regard to empty homes work. It measures ‘the number of non-local authority owned dwellings returned to occupation or demolished during the year as a result of action by the local authority’.
Although BVPI 64 has been deleted from the performance measurement framework in favour of the new set of National Indicators, the Council has retained the measure and will continue to monitor progress under Priority 1 – Affordable and Decent Housing of its Strategic Plan 2007 – 2011.

Three Year Action Plan

	Task
	Target
	Completion

	Information and publicity
	Arrange publicity to introduce Empty Homes Strategy

Develop information material for landlords and owners of empty homes

Update empty homes information on Council web site
	31/12/2008

31/12/2008

30/11/2008

	Recording and monitoring
	Collate empty homes information from sources including Council Tax database and set up database for empty homes
	31/12/2008

	Identify long-term empty properties for targeted action
	Properties identified from database and research undertaken as to ownership etc
	31/03/2009

	Liaison with empty property owners
	Letter and supporting information to identified owners

Information given out at landlord forum events
	30/04/2009

Events as scheduled

	Procedures
	Develop procedure for implementation of Empty Dwelling Management Orders

Develop procedure for implementing Compulsory Purchase Orders
	31/03/2009

31/03/2009

	General empty property work
	Continue to offer a range of solutions to the owners of empty properties to achieve 20 returns to use per year
	Ongoing over the next three years

	Flats over the shop information
	Review information and repeat survey to update in main population centres in order to identify potential schemes
	31/08/2009

	Partnership working – internal
	Set up procedures to share information with Safer Neighbourhood Team with regard to properties under threat of squatting

Set up mechanism for sharing information with relevant service areas to coordinate joint actions
	31/01/2009

31/01/2009

	Partnership working – external
	Develop joint initiative with partner neighbour councils to return 20 empty homes to use during the period 2009/10 – 2010/11. As supported by additional funding from GO East.

Identify partner Registered Social Landlord for potential Private Sector Leasing scheme
	Detailed plan by 31/12/2008; milestone targets to 31/03/2011.

31/12/2008

	Funding
	Continue to make provision to support empty homes work through Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy
	Ongoing

	Private Sector Leasing scheme
	Develop scheme and procedures with identified RSL partner

Apply scheme to relevant/appropriate empty homes cases
	31/03/2009

Ongoing from 01/04/2009
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