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National Empty Homes Conference
25th May 2010, Birmingham

Cross-boundary Empty Homes Initiative Workshop
	
	PROFILE

	Name of Partnership

	No Use Empty: Kent Empty Property Initiative

	When launched
	2005

	Lead partner (if any)
	Kent County Council

	Local authority partners
	Thanet, DC, Dover DC, Shepway DC and Swale BC until 2008.

Since then, Kent CC has extended the initiative all 12 Kent districts.  

	Other  partners and participants
	1. The Empty Homes Agency which has provided support and research

2. Capital Projects Consultants - to provide professional and technical support

3. Tamesis - a PR and media relations company to raise and promote the profile for the Initiative 

	Overview/ background 

	Kent County Council launched its ‘No Use Empty’ campaign in 2005 as part of its second round PSA commitments to examine better ways of delivering services, and particularly at working more effectively with district councils. The primary aim of the Initiative is to improve the physical urban environment in Kent by bringing empty properties back into use as quality housing accommodation. 

The initiative originally focused in the towns of the four districts of Thanet, Dover, Shepway and Swale, as the majority of empty properties (over 3,000) are located within these four districts. Additionally 19 of the 20 most deprived wards are also located within these same areas.  
In January 2008, Kent County Council expanded the initiative to include all  12 district councils in the county.

	
	ORGANISATION, TARGETS AND RESOURCES

	Governance
	A steering group has been set up from KCC management and the districts senior housing managers to provide strategic direction and monitoring.

	Partnership Agreement
	[legal / contractual basis, if any, for the partnership]

	Objectives and targets
(please specify if part of LAA)
	Overall the aim of the initiative has been to substantially increase the number of long term empty homes, returned to use as good quality housing accommodation. 
A target to return 372 empty properties to use over three years was set, representing a doubling of previous rates.  
The scheme set a new target for 2010, which was revised up from 650 to 850.
The Empty Property Initiative has been incorporated into KCC's second Local Area Agreement as a target to support its joint wider regeneration projects within the four partner districts and increase housing provision and quality. Specifically the Initiative has linked with these regeneration projects to identify key properties to target for action.

	Funding - revenue
	KCC has provided approximately £250k per year.  

The districts have provided "in-kind" support through the involvement by their empty property officers and other staff. 

	Funding – LA capital
	£5Million from Kent County Council, deployed in 3 strands:

1. Partnership fund to help the Districts undertake enforcement where deemed necessary e.g. Compulsory Purchase Orders, works in default, direct purchase. (District Councils have extensive powers to deal with run down empty properties, but often lack both financial resources and personnel or knowledge to effectively utilise these powers. )
2. Loans to owners. The dramatically increasing amount of applications for interest-free loans from Kent County Council is evidence of increased local awareness of the scheme. To date, over £2.1 million of interest-free loans, from £25,000 -175,000 have been awarded to property owners across Kent. This has also levered in £5.3 million private sector finance in form of owners’ contributions.
3. Direct purchase by KCC.

	Funding – HCA capital
	 [?]

	Staffing
	The Initiative is delivered by the Empty Property team consisting of: 

· the Kent County Council  project manager

· one consultant from CPC Ltd

· the district empty property officers (predominantly part time Officers). 

This team operates as a "virtual team " as they are not employed by one body, working from different locations.  Additional resources are provided by KCC's legal services dept and its property group as and when required. 

	
	IMPLEMENTATION

	Research and setting-up  phase (if any)

	Prior to the launch of the Initiative a large amount of research was undertaken to 
1) identify the location of the empty properties 
2) establish their condition and likely costs for refurbishment 
3) identify the full range of options available (in conjunction with the Empty Homes Agency) to help bring these properties back into use and 
4) establish what help and assistance would encourage owners to return their properties back into use. 
Additionally a residents' and business survey was undertaken to gauge the impact of empty properties on resident and business confidence in their locality. 

	Publicity
	1. Support is provided to the team for its communication strategy by the PR firm engaged specifically for the Initiative.
2. In December 2006 the Initiative undertook a series of events, to which owners were invited, to launch the Initiative and publicise the assistance available.
3. An information resource was developed for owners, residents, and anyone else with an interest in empty properties. 
4. This led to the creation of the No Use Empty web site www.no-use-empty.org , and the production of regular newsletters. 

	What’s available to owners
	1. Loan scheme – loans are available to help owners/developers refurbish/convert empty homes or redundant commercial buildings to provide good quality residential accommodation. On completion properties must be made available for sale or rent. The loan fund is operated as a revolving fund, so that as loans are repaid, the money is re-lent to support new schemes. £25K per unit, max £175K per applicant, secured as a charge based on a max 90% LTV.
2. Direct purchase scheme – acquisition of empty properties by KCC for redevelopment into good quality housing accommodation.

	Other key aspects
	The initial research highlighted the need for support and  training for officers in the individual districts.  This has led to:

· Training for empty property officers and other local authority personnel involved in this work e.g. solicitors, planners, environmental health officers, building control on the enforcement options

· Practical one to one on the ground guidance to empty property officers provided by the project consultant, utilising the range of legislative options and wider mechanisms.

	
	OUTCOMES

	Outcomes


	A total of 487 properties was achieved in the three-year period 2005-2008, a 262% increase on previous performance prior to the Initiative commencing.

A follow up survey was undertaken in summer 2008, which demonstrated an increase in business and resident confidence in their locality as a result of bringing empty properties back into use.
The scheme will have brought back in excess of 1,300 properties by the 31st March 2010.   

	Recognition and Evaluation


	No Use Empty is now widely regarded as one of the most effective initiatives in the UK. The scheme and their partners have been nominated for awards such as the British Urban Regeneration Association and Margate Civic Society Award for the impact on the local environment and quality of the product.
The Audit Commission cites the scheme as good practice to other Local Authorities and has been recognised by a number of organisations including the Scottish Government and the Empty Homes Agency as a beacon of good practice. 


	
	LESSONS

	Lessons learnt


	The main problems and barriers identified whilst the project was being developed were resources at District level to undertake empty property work – both personnel and financial. 
The provision of the capital funding by KCC has in the main overcome the issue of financial resources, but manpower remains an issue. Only two of the districts have dedicated empty property officers (and to some extent the numbers returned to use by the individual districts reflect this situation). For the other districts empty property work is just one of a number of tasks undertaken by person allocated with this role. 
Since the launch of the project all four Districts have been awarded additional monies from the Regional Housing Board, which if not spent is lost. This has meant that empty property personnel have been required to undertake additional work relating to the Regional Housing Board funding thus limiting their time for empty property work. To help offset this the project consultant regularly worked at the Districts  - preparing notices for all legislative options, undertaking site visits and producing correspondence so that the Districts’ empty property work does not come to a halt.

The main lessons learnt are:- 

1. An awareness of the time taken to develop this type of Initiative. Although not overly complex bringing together the resources, information and personnel required took much longer than originally anticipated and there was a large time lag between the launch in Dec 2006 and the availability of the main financial funding. Good customer care to keep clients informed of progress (or lack at times) has been essential to keep them on board.

2. The importance of training both for personnel directly involved in empty property work and for departments that can make an input to this area of work e.g. legal, building control, environmental health & planning. For departments that make a “supporting” role an increased awareness and knowledge has brought about an increased level of support for empty property work, which is helping to tackle particularly difficult cases.
3. Initially, there was a lack of a corporate approach to the problem of empty properties, which resulted in Councils dealing with the problem in a piecemeal fashion. There was a lack of understanding of the overall picture and the methods available to deal with empty properties. Creating a change in this culture has facilitated a more positive approach to the problem and a new willingness to embrace all the available tools to bring empty properties back into use. 
4. Shared learning – This has brought about an increasingly improved level of skills and knowledge, which are being effectively utilised in empty property work. Low cost training has been provided to over 600 Officer, through the initiative. One aspect that has proved invaluable has been the services of the project consultant, which provides ground support and practical training on the use of the wide ranging legislation.
5. P.R. and communications. Throughout the project we have achieved wide coverage both nationally and locally, including television, radio, national and local press. This has not only achieved a strong brand name in the partner districts, but  has also created a ripple effect within the County and beyond through publishing our successes. This has resulted in owners becoming more open to constructive dialogue with the Councils, knowing that they are prepared to follow through an threat. 

	
	FOR FURTHER INFORMATION

	Council contact details:


	Kent County Council

	Lead contact name


	Steve Grimshaw, Project Manager, tel. no. 01622 221906 email: Steve.Grimshaw@Kent.gov.uk
Andrew Lavender, Project Consultant , tel no. 07867987550 email Andrew.Lavender@kent.gov.uk / HousingLc@aol.com



	Lead contact postal address


	Economy & Regeneration , Second Floor, Invicta House, Maidstone, Kent, ME14 1XX
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	PROFILE

	Name of Partnership


	The (Devon) Empty Homes Partnership 

(formerly South East Devon Empty Homes Initiative (SEDEHI))

	When launched
	2003

	Lead partner (if any)
	Exeter City Council

	Local authority partners
	Mid Devon District Council and East Devon District Council
Teignbridge District Council as a non-contributing partner (revenue-wise)

	Other  partners and participants
	4. Devon & Cornwall Housing Group

5. Cornerstone Housing Association

6. Sovereign Housing Group

7. Spectrum Housing Group

8. Sarsen Housing Association (part of Aster Housing Group)

9. Tor Homes 

	Overview/ background 

	Early Years – 1996 - 2003
The cross-boundary partnership is the development of a longer-term partnership between a number of housing associations and Exeter City Council, first as set up in 1996 with funding from 2 housing associations – Sovereign and William Sutton Trust to employ a 3-day-a-week Empty Homes Officer

Since that date, several other housing associations have joined the partnership.  In 1999 a formal joint commissioning arrangement was set up with the Housing Corporation ((now HCA).   

Cross-boundary Developments

2003 – Mid Devon District Council (MDDC) and East Devon District Council (EDDC) joined the partnership.

2008 - Teignbridge District Council (TDC) joined the partnership as a on-contributing member.  This means Teignbridge does not buy into the empty homes service but the RSLs may seek empty homes investment opportunities there.  (Teignbridge, East Devon and Exeter are all perceived by the HCA to b part of one housing market area for investment purposes). 

The primary aim of the partnership is to procure property for the PSL scheme and social lettings scheme EXtraLet (EXtraLet in ECC only) for ECC, EDDC and MDDC and bring long term empty properties back into use to improve housing provision across the districts. 

The partnership is based at Exeter City Council but the Partnership Officer hot-desks for East Devon and Mid Devon DCs 2 days a week in each authority. Each of the 3 main LAs has its own “branded” empty homes initiative with individual publicity materials.  The picture is complicated in that the cross-boundary element is bolted onto a longer-term successful core initiative in Exeter.

	
	ORGANISATION, TARGETS AND RESOURCES

	Governance
	A Steering Committee meets twice yearly with representatives of EDDC, MDDC, TDC and the 6 RSL partners

	Partnership Agreement
	All are signed up to an agreed protocol governing working practices 

	Objectives and targets

(please specify if part of LAA)
	(Numerical Targets to be confirmed)

All areas are now committed to improving enforcement work and focus is being put onto this area with Exeter taking the lead developing an enforcement ‘tool kit’ for use by all the partners.  

In addition, extra training has been secured for operative through the RIEP funding (Regional Improvement & Efficiency Partnership) which will enable all areas to develop and expand their empty homes enforcement work.

	Funding - revenue
	East Devon and Mid Devon local authorities each contribute around £16,000 p.a.  Exter City Council, as the host and lead authority picks up many of the overheads associate with employing and accommodating the staff. 

The RSLS contribute funding of around £45,000 revenue per annum in total.  

There is also fee income associated with grant-work, where empty homes staff carry out the project management for 10% of works costs.

Historically funding for part of the team in Exeter has been provided by homelessness grant in Exeter. . 

	Funding – LA capital
	Private Sector Renewal Grant

1. Originally £200,000 was secured under a cross-boundary bid from the Regional Housging Pot in 2004, much of which is recycled via grant claw-back (though some is retained by the owners). This was split approx £100k to Exeter and £50k each to East and Mid Devon.

2. An additional (one-off) £200,000 from affordable housing funding has recently been secured for retaining and procuring property for the social lettings scheme (EXtraLet) (LA’s own capital)

3. £200,000 for bringing empty property back into use and letting via the PSL scheme 

4. A small amount of the capital has been derived from commuted sums (Section 106 money).

Other funding

Local authorities have contributed capital from their own resources to match-fund HCA funding on some of the affordable housing projets. 



	Funding – HCA capital
	 Circa £12million over the life of the partnership from its inception in Exeter.  In the early days of the cross-boundary initiative it was possible to bid for a pot of money for empty homes which was an “opportunity pot” ie it was not against specific schemes or properties.  One of the RSLs submitted the bid and money was then transferred to other RSLS as and when schemes came forward.  However, this put the “bidding” RSL in an exposed position if money could not be spent – and it became harder and harder to find schemes-that met value-for-money criteria as housing  market inflation took hold from 2004 onwards.  Because of these risks and bureaucracy involved in resubmitting bids, no RSL was prepared to mount a speculative empty homes bid for the 2008-09 NAHP bids.   However, this did not prevent individual schemes coming forwards.



	Staffing
	Partnership Manager, Partnership Officer, Empty Homes Negotiator (1 x part-time and 1 x full time)

	
	IMPLEMENTATION

	Research and setting-up  phase (if any)

	The Exeter Empty Homes Service, set up in 1996 by David Gibbens, provided a huge amount of experience to inform the development of the cross-boundary initiative.  The other authorities were keen to buy into what was perceived as a successful model.  This required negotiations in detail with the individual local authorities to establish what services they wanted in their areas.

David piloted the process of establishing the cross-boundary initiative before moving on to a more senior role.  

	Publicity
	5. The Partnership produces a newsletter twice a year showcasing projects of the partners.

6. Landlords forums have been set up to encourage private landlords to work with the Council to provide accommodation for temporary accommodation and prevention.

7. An information resource is being developed for owner, residents and anyone interested in empty homes.

8. An up to date web site give all the information along with copies of the newsletters and forthcoming landlords events.

9. The partnership began promotion during the National Week of Action in November 2009, which will be carried forward annually

	What’s available to owners
	The schemes vary from local authority area to area, reflecting the different circumstances and priorities of each. Over the course of the initiative these priorities themselves have changed within each area.  For example, the initial phase was all about taking on PSLs to meet B&B targets, but the subsequent introduction of Temporary Accommodation targets introduced different priorities. 

· ExtraLet Scheme – Social lettings Agency

· EXtraLet/Plus – Social lettings Agency with properties being let through the Devon Home Choice Scheme

· Private Sector Leasing Scheme (now limited to need)

· We are in the process of evaluating a loan scheme to assist owners to bring their properties up to decent homes standard.

	Other key aspects
	· Private sector Renewal Grant may be available to assist in improving the condition of the properties (subject to availability)

· Energy efficiency grants are available to improve the affordability and energy efficiency of properties coming onto the schemes. (subject to funding)

· A successful REIP bid (April 2010) is allowing for a training package on all aspect of enforcement to be put together and provided for the Devon and Dorset Areas.




	
	OUTCOMES

	Outcomes


	2003 - Private Sector Leasing scheme set up in EDDC and MDDC

2004 – successful cross-boundary bid for private sector renewal funding (x homes brought up to decent home standards and let as social housing).

2003-10 various affordable housing schemes based on off-the-shelf purchase, on TSHG, on conversions of private and publicly owned properties were all successfully completed under the auspices of the partnership. 



	Recognition and Evaluation


	The Partnership has provided information and training for Empty Homes Practitioners all over the West Country through its South West Empty Homes Forums (SWEHF), which are held twice yearly.

The Empty Homes Strategy has been held up as a symbol of good practice.

The innovative EXtraLet social lettings scheme has been the mainstay of homelessness prevention for families in Exeter and is now being considered Devon wide.

	
	LESSONS

	Lessons learnt


	The main issues that affect taking empty property work forward across the partnership focus mainly on finances and resources. The Partnership Officer is the only empty homes officer within EDDC and MDDC on a 2-day-a-week basis for each authority. Manpower is a fundamental issue for MDDC and EDDC as empty property work is undertaken by staff within departments such as Private Sector Housing and Environmental Health (respectively) and therefore tends to take a back seat.  Buying into Exeter’s empty homes expertise has thus been a simple and relatively pain-free opportunity for the “purchasing” authorities but the Partnership Officer still has to work within the structures and resources offered by the host authorities, which are not always adapted to the demands of the work.  Corporate commitment in the purchasing authorities has been hit-and-miss.   One authority was unable to spend PSR grant won through the cross-boundary bid to the Regional Housing Pot because it could not develop adequate processes.  As the funding was allocated to the 3 authorities individually the under-spend could not be transferred between them. 

With the HCA bids, on the other hand, it was possible – though not easy - to negotiate transfers of  money between the different areas.  But his all involved extensive re-bidding which the RSLs found increasingly irksome.

ECC is the only authority within the partnership with dedicated empty property officers. However, 90% of the empty homes team’s time in Exeter is spent procuring property for the PSL/EXtraLet scheme and managing grant projects for these properties. This has meant that enforcement work on longer-term and problematic empty property has been less of a priority.

The project currently being undertaken by Exeter to develop their enforcement work has highlighted the complexities of bringing together resources, information and cross-departmental working. It is highlighted a lack of a corporate approach to empty homes specifically reflected in the current issues being faced accessing Council Tax records for the purposes of empty homes work.

The  enforcement ‘tools’ available to deal with empty property are scattered across a number of departments i.e. planning, building control, private sector housing, council tax, environmental health. The development of the enforcement toolkit has highlighted difficulties in forging working partnerships with departments that have their own agendas.

The recent BBC programme ‘Property Detectives’ achieved wide national coverage for empty homes and acted to increase the profile of empty homes and contact with the general public.

	
	FOR FURTHER INFORMATION

	Council contact details:


	The Empty Homes Service, Room 3.37, Exeter City Council, Civic Centre, Paris Street, Exeter EX1 1RQ

www.exeter.gov.uk
Telephone: 01392 265865

	Lead contact name


	Sue Haigh – Empty Homes Partnership Manager

Sue.haigh@exeter.gov.uk
Telephone: 01392 265819

Claire Hope – Empty Homes Partnership Officer

Claire.hope@exeter.gov.uk
Telephone: 01392 265599

	Lead contact postal address


	The Empty Homes Service, Room 3.37, Exeter City Council, Civic Centre, Paris Street, Exeter EX1 1RQ
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	PROFILE

	Name of Partnership


	Greater Norwich Empty Homes Project

	When launched
	January 2007

	Lead partner (if any)
	Norwich City Council

	Local authority partners
	South Norfolk District Council, Broadland District Council

	Other  partners and participants
	None

	Overview/ background 


	The collaborative project was initiated to address significant numbers of empty properties across the sub-region where possible recycling the properties for affordable housing and homelessness prevention. The bid for funding was made on this basis with the further facet of testing the EDMO powers becoming available. 

	
	ORGANISATION, TARGETS AND RESOURCES

	Governance
	Norwich City Council holds and administers the capital and provides the HR and management for the sub-regional officer. Each council is responsible for property selection in their own area for grants or enforcement in discussion with the sub-regional officer who administers the grants and compiles enforcement files.

	Partnership Agreement
	A risk sharing agreement has been put in place along with procedures for nominating tenants to properties enabling cross district movement of tenants.

	Objectives and targets

(please specify if part of LAA)
	The project set out to return 120 empty properties over the two year term using grants an enforcement. Despite the term of the original project now having expired the Subregional collaboration continues year on year. The total number of properties returned exceed 200 with 117 used for affordable housing. 8 iEDMOs have been successfully applied for and one fEDMO served. 

	Funding - revenue
	Consent to convert a portion of the capital from the Single Regional Housing Pot to revenue was obtained enabling the appointment of a sub-regional officer.

	Funding – LA capital
	Successful bid to Single Regional Housing Pot

	Funding – HCA capital
	None

	Staffing
	1 Full time sub-regional officer funded by the project. South Norfolk District Council and Broadland District Council have Private Sector Housing Officers who give 1 day a week each to empty homes. 


	
	IMPLEMENTATION

	Research and setting-up  phase (if any)


	Each council was already active with empty homes and had compiled lists of empty properties and given some time to ranking these properties for action . The bid for funding was made based on there being a newly formed private sector leasing scheme in Norwich that would benefit from, and provide a vehicle to manage returned properties. The rest was go out there and do it! 

	Publicity
	The council magazines for residents promoted the project and provided information along with inviting people to report empty properties. This along with actions by the council generated other media interest in the form of local newspapers and BBC Look East which has been positive. The local press in  particular has run many full page articles and approach the council frequently for updates on empty homes work. Empty properties are mailed with details of the scheme and the sustained action on empty homes is now fairly well embedded into the community. 

	What’s available to owners
	Until recently there have been grants supported from the capital funding. 
This is now exhausted although Broadland District Council continue to offer grant and loan funding independently. Access to the private sector leasing scheme either via a grant or direct has been a key tool. Detailed advice on sales renovations and renting are also available. 

	Other key aspects
	Overt enforcement building cases and the pressure on owners from the earliest contact.

	
	OUTCOMES

	Outcomes


	Over 200 properties have been returned to use throughout the sub-region. 117 have been used for affordable housing via the leasing scheme either by direct entry or as grant condition. Substantial experience has been gained in using EDMOs. Further reaching is the effect of a successful collaborative project. By making this project a success it has paved the way for further future joint working. This has been seen by all as a massive success and creates future potential.  

	Recognition and Evaluation


	The East of England Regional Assembly monitored the project and were impressed by the achievements. 

	
	LESSONS

	Lessons learnt


	Empty homes have always been a consideration in the sub-region but when there is very limited resource clearly attentions are focused on the statutory functions of the councils involved. 

Obtaining capital funding provided a catalyst for action in the area but the project struggled to gather momentum when housing officers are faced with statutory duties such as HMO licensing and removing cat 1 hazards from rented accommodation.

The appointment of a dedicated sub-regional officer to coordinate the project, inject resource, develop learning and put in place procedures was the turning point. 

Each council has retained its own identity but key strands run through the approach. This broad consistency of approach is desirable and has been honed by experience to produce results. Collaboration meant that a lesson learnt by one was a lesson learnt by all. 

Coverage by media in the area of the project was good and very positive. Early contacts with local press soon led to regular good news stories. The renovating of landmark empty properties to create local homes makes good articles and several appeared with photographs that spoke for themselves. Once again with just one regional evening paper etc any success or story in any council was publicity for all. Identifying a ‘friendly’ journalist and keeping the story fresh can achieved a high profile for projects and has generated positive public support.

Capital funding does seem to be a necessity but with hindsight I would look at to find a way of making capital go further. Of the 200 plus properties returned only about 21 have received grants to date but many of these have been quite high value. At least one of the partners had favored loans at outset and I would certainly consider a much lower grant element for future work.

EDMO enforcement has proved to be challenging learning but very rewarding. It has allowed all the councils involved to apply pressure to previously difficult to access properties. With use the somewhat unwieldy EDMO has become more routine and very effective in the sub-region. My experience has been that the iEDMO period can be treated effectively as a ‘notice’ period. Most owners have completely capitulated during the iEDMO.

Equipped with the confidence to go out and use an EDMO it becomes a tangible threat that owners know can and will be used. A good number of properties have been encouraged back into use without getting as far as an application.

NO MONEY HAS YET BEEN SPENT UNDER AN EDMO!

South Norfolk and Broadland Councils have no stock but Norwich City Council retains a council stock. This meant that the correct skills and experience were available to create a PSL scheme. Norwich City Council has all the IT systems for recording tenancy details rents and repairs. This scheme is of immeasurable benefit to the sub-regional project. 
Fundamental to empty homes work is the requirement for a repository for properties being returned to use. The collaborative working has facilitated this. Scores of owners of empty properties would consider a scheme such as PSL as this is completely at arms length. It avoids the need to participate as all the functions are completed by the leasing scheme. For those of you who have spent any time working with these owners this will not be a surprise. The moment a property is entered into the scheme the owners go back to ground and you rarely hear from them again!

The Norwich PSL scheme has obtained some revenue funding from Gateway who facilitate the safe resettlement of refugees. This helps to finance the staffing of the scheme. Gateway often require large houses and the empty homes project has been able to supply these. This works two ways as the empty homes project would otherwise struggle to find an outlet for larger units on occasions.  The leasing scheme charges a 12% management fee and offers a no voids and damage guarantee. It is well in profit but staff costs are subsidized by housing. Clearly the scheme has reduced the need for temporary accommodation which is the pay off.    


	
	FOR FURTHER INFORMATION

	Council contact details:


	Norwich City Council

	Lead contact name


	Mark Siddall
marksiddal@norwich.gov.uk

	Lead contact postal address


	Private Sector Housing, Rm 429

City Hall

St Peter’s Street

Norwich  

NR2 1NH
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