Grant Shapps MP

Shadow Minister for Housing Communities 

and Local Government

House of Commons

London SW1A 1AA
Dear Grant,

I see you have been quoted a couple of times recently as being in favour of repealing the Empty Dwelling Management Order legislation. Whilst we agree with much of what you say about the legislation, we are concerned that repealing EDMOs without replacing them would have adverse impacts. Not least, being the message it would give to local authorities. Most would I suspect feel that it indicated that government wanted them to back-off dealing with empty homes. 

As you may know we campaigned for the introduction of EDMOs, although not quite in the form that the government introduced. At the time (2004) there was widespread support for introducing legislation to help get empty homes into use. The government only proposed EDMOs in the late stages of the 2004 housing bill’s passage through parliament. Before then, the then shadow housing minister, John Hayes, proposed an amendment to the housing bill that would have introduced legislation giving powers to local authorities to “compulsorily lease” long term empty homes in poor condition to use. 

With the benefit of four years use I think it is very sensible to review the legislation. Indeed we have (unsuccessfully) called on the government to do so. In our view there is evidence that in many cases the legislation has worked well; but a few problems that have arisen that need fixing. 

Although EDMOs have generally been appropriately used, in a few cases they have been applied insensitively, and the drafting of the legislation would allow them to be used inappropriately, as a tool for compulsorily procuring temporary housing for example. These faults have led to them being perceived in a negative light by some people.

In our view the focus of enforcement should be on resolving problematic properties that can’t be returned to use in any other way.  A small number of (usually abandoned) problematic empty properties exist in most towns and cities, and without the council’s help, neighbours are forced to endure petty crime and general deterioration that they are powerless to stop. Without enforcement, councils would have no ability to help either. 

Enforcement can be highly effective in these cases, but EDMOs are not in our view sufficiently restricted to this application. We can see few reasons why enforcement should be needed for properties that have been empty for less than a year. (EDMOs can be used for properties empty for 6 months or more.) 

Also in our view enforcement is rarely appropriate for properties in good condition.  

(EDMOs can in theory be used on empty properties that are causing no problems to neighbours).

In our view small changes to the regulations could alter the focus of this legislation and provide councils with a more effective way of responding to problematic properties, and dispel perceptions that the legislation is a procurement device in disguise. 

We would recommend altering the regulations so that enforcement could only be used where the property has been empty for at least a year. Also we think that the enforcement would be better used if it were available to local authorities only where those affected had petitioned for the local authority to help.   

In our view by far the most effective way that local authorities can get empty homes into use is by helping property owners often acting as a broker putting property owners in touch with people who can help renovate, manage or occupy the property. In the vast majority of cases this works. Enforcement should only needed as a last resort to help people affected by abandoned properties. Changes of the type I suggest would I think help reinforce this message giving the legislation more purpose and enabling people to better understand it’s objective.

I hope this helps, happy to discuss further

With Best Wishes

David Ireland

Chief Executive
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