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1. Summary/Main Issues

1.1 The Mid Suffolk Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy 2007 enables the Council to support private homeowners with discretionary Empty Homes Grants. 

1.2 This report concerns a privately owned 2-bedroomed mid-terraced dwelling that has stood empty for more than two years.

1.3 The Council has the option to take on the day-to-day management of the dwelling via a lease arrangement. The successful renovation and letting of the property contributes to achieving the Council’s target under BVPI 64, to return empty dwellings to use.

1.4  Leasing the property for occupation by housing applicants will contribute to the achievement of BVPI 213, Prevention of homelessness.

1.5 The Council has an opportunity to use this dwelling to re-introduce a private sector leasing scheme in Mid Suffolk.

2. Financial Implications 

2.1 The Council has already committed £13,000 to the renovation of the dwelling. This has been match funded by the owner.

2.2 Mid Suffolk would be liable for any wilful damage to the property caused by the action of the tenant. Thorough preparation of inventories and focussed management of the tenancy will mitigate against the Council’s costs

2.3 There are no additional staffing requirements attached to the proposal to lease this dwelling.

3. Risk Management Issues

3.1 
See 2.2 above.

4. Consultations

4.1 
None

	5. Recommendations

5.1 That Members approve the proposal to introduce a private sector leasing scheme in Mid Suffolk.

5.2 That Members agree to enter into a lease agreement in respect of the dwelling described in the report.
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6
Background

6.1 This report concerns a privately owned 2-bedroomed mid-terraced dwelling that has stood vacant for more than two years. Prior to it falling vacant, it had been occupied by tenants whose anti social behaviour had caused a range of problems in the immediately surrounding vicinity. After these tenants abandoned the property, it was boarded up to secure it and the dwelling and its garden steadily deteriorated in condition. Consequently the property has been detrimental to the immediate neighbourhood for a significant period of time

6.2 The owner of the property lives in the London area and the lack of their presence and effective management is considered to have contributed to the circumstances described in paragraph 6.1 above

6.3 In pursuit of the Council’s Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy, your officers have persuaded the owner to renovate the property with the assistance of an Empty Homes Grant, which he is match funding. This will raise the condition of the property to Decent Homes Standard. The owner has agreed in writing to let the property at an affordable rent to a family in housing need following completion of the scheme of works.

6.4 Given the recent history associated with the property it is considered that the future interests of the property itself, the occupying tenants, the immediate neighbours, and possibly the owner will be best served by the day to day management of the property being placed in the hands of the Council under a management agreement, and this report sets out the proposals for such a scheme, for Members to consider.

6.5 The report also invites Members to consider how the proposals provide a model for solutions to similar such cases in the future.

7 Private Sector Housing Renewal
7.1 Under the Council’s Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy 2007, provision is made for the Council to support private homeowners with discretionary Empty Homes Grants. These are intended to offer the incentive to owners of long-term vacant dwellings to renovate their properties to Decent Homes Standard and offer them as accommodation to let. The level of grant paid will depend on the affordability of the rent, and those landlords who offer their properties at Local Reference Rent Level or below derive the greatest level of grant aid.

7.2 The Private Sector Housing Team has made use of an Empty Homes Grant to match fund the contribution of a private owner of a two bedroom terraced house in Stowmarket. Works to the value of £25,142.65 are being carried out under a comprehensive renovation scheme, of which £13,000 is being met by a maximum Empty Homes Grant: the remainder is being paid by the owner, who has already lodged his contribution to the cost with the Council.

7.3 The scheme of works includes a full kitchen refit, a bathroom refit, replacement PVCu windows, and the installation of gas fired central heating. The remaining repairs and improvements schedule will ensure that the property meets the Decent Homes Standard.

7.4 Under the terms of the Empty Homes Grant, the owner has entered into an agreement to let the property at the Local Reference Rent Level for a minimum of five years and to discuss entering into a management agreement with the Council. Failure to comply with these conditions will render the grant repayable to the Council.

7.5 Members may wish to note that the successful renovation and letting of this property contributes towards meeting the Council’s target under BVPI 64 to return empty dwellings to use. It also contributes to meeting the governments target under PSA 7 of reducing the number of vulnerable households occupying non-decent homes by providing a Decent Home for occupation by a vulnerable household at affordable rent.

8 Private Sector Leasing

8.1 The renovation of this dwelling presents the Council with an opportunity to lease good quality accommodation from the private sector, which will assist the Council to fulfil its duties under the Homelessness Act 2002 and ease the burden on the Council’s own housing stock.

8.2 The arrangement can be used as a model for a new private sector leasing scheme in Mid Suffolk.  
8.3 BVPI 213 requires the Council to record the number of households prevented from becoming homeless. In some instances, the Private Sector Leasing scheme will enable officers to direct customers threatened with homelessness towards private rental rather than becoming a homelessness statistic.
8.4 The Housing Services Manager spent a day with the Private Sector Leasing Officer at Norwich City Council to observe their approach. Norwich have also been extremely helpful in providing copies of their procedures and documentation.
8.5 Leased properties will be let to people on the MSDC housing register or seeking housing via the homelessness route.
9 Lease arrangements

9.1 Previous experience of private sector leasing has resulted in disputes between the Council and landlords over issues of repair. Future disputes will be reduced to a minimum by ensuring digital photographs are taken and detailed inventories recorded at handover.

9.2 Typically, properties would be leased from landlords for a term of five years.
9.3 To provide flexibility to potential landlords, the Council can offer two types of lease arrangement: 

9.3.1 A repairing lease – the Council undertakes all repairs that arise as a result of fair wear and tear. The equivalent cost of the repair is then withheld from the next payment of rent to the landlord, plus a 10% administration charge.

9.3.2
A non-repairing lease – the Council notifies the Landlord as soon as repairs are required on the Property. Where it deems necessary the Council may carry out emergency repairs on the dwelling and withhold the equivalent rent from the Landlord plus a 10% administration charge.

9.4 The Council will take on responsibility to ensure that gas and electrical installations are checked for safety once a year and when a property becomes empty. The cost of the safety checks and any consequent work will be withheld from the next payment of rent to the landlord, plus a 10% administration charge.

9.5
The landlord will be required to insure the building and to provide the Council with proof of the insurance policy. Contents insurance will be the responsibility of the tenant(s).

9.6
Under the MSDC Constitution (updated May 2004) the Housing Services Manager has the delegated authority to lease suitable private dwellings for use as temporary housing accommodation.

10
Tenancy agreement

10.1 
Tenants will be granted a weekly non-secure tenancy.

10.2
In each case, confirmation will be sought of the reference rent for the dwelling to be leased. The reference rent will be charged to the tenant. Housing Services will deduct 10% from this figure for management and administration costs. The remainder will be paid, every four weeks, to the landlord.

10.3
In this case, Benefits have confirmed the reference rent for the dwelling at £550 per calendar month (£126.92 per week).

10.4
If the ingoing tenant is likely to qualify for housing benefit, they will be asked to complete an application form before the keys to the property are handed over.

11
Management

11.1
The Council’s rent collection policy and procedures will be employed for leased properties. Payment of rent will be monitored fortnightly and contact made with the tenant in instances of non-payment. Legal action will be used only as a last resort.

11.2
The non-secure tenancy agreement will require tenants to abide by the same standards of behaviour as tenants of MSDC properties.

11.3
Should it prove necessary, possession will be simple to obtain, as the non-secure tenancy does not require that a ground for possession be proven.

11.4
Either party will be able to end the tenancy by giving the other four weeks notice in writing expiring at midday on a Monday.
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