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To: 

Mr Junaid Tamimu
Department for Communities and Local Government
Eland House 2/J9
Bressenden Place
London SW1E 5DU

Housing and Planning Delivery Grant (1st Draft)

Consultation on Allocation Mechanism

Consultation Response

1. The National Association of Empty Property Practitioners (NAEPP) supports and represents empty homes practitioners in England.  Most of the 242 members currently registered on our website work for local authorities. 

2. The Association welcomes the recognition given to empty homes work in the consultation document through the proposal to make an effective empty homes strategy a prerequisite for receiving HPDG.   Specific answers to the consultation questions are given at the end of this document.

3. We believe that, in the absence of consistent, well-publicised initiatives across the country that give priority to bringing empty homes back into use, government and local authority plans to build more homes will continue to be criticised and undermined by those who point to the number of empty properties as evidence that need for new house-building is overstated. 

4. The next three years gives us an opportunity to address this by ensuring that every local authority has a strong and securely-founded Empty Homes Initiative..

5. Our experience is that Empty Homes Initiatives are most effective where there is a dedicated Empty Homes Officer with responsibility for implementation.   A dedicated Empty Homes Officer can

a.  focus on the task in hand without distraction from other duties

b. build up the breadth of expertise in housing enabling, private sector housing issues, use of EDMOs and CPOs, effective publicity and other professional skills that an effective initiative relies on.

6. In this, Empty Homes Initiatives are no different from other specialist areas of local authority work that rely on Champions or Co-ordinators.  Other examples would include: Rural Housing Enablers, Environmental Co-ordinators, Rough Sleeper Co-ordinators.  We do not think there are areas with dedicated Empty Homes Officers that do not deliver satisfactory empty homes initiatives.  But without a dedicated officer or team, the local empty homes initiative may frequently be a desultory affair that lacks impetus and continuity.

7. Not only do Empty Homes Officers deliver empty homes initiatives, they can also make an important contribution to the development of a more dynamic, enabling culture in local authorities. 

8. NAEPP proposes that, in addition to the requirement for an effective Empty Homes Initiative to qualify for the housing element of the Housing and Planning Delivery Grant,  a sum is set aside from within the grant specifically to fund dedicated Empty Homes Officers in those authorities prepared to offer match funding (50/50 between the local authority and the government).  It is probably best if a set level of this Empty Homes Initiative Grant is made available per local authority, which we suggest might be at a maximum of £20,000 per annum to cover an  FTE post;  and funding should be granted for the full three years of the HPDG programme. Funding would be reduced pro rata for authorities employing an Empty Homes Officer for less than 5 days a week.

9. We recommend that this sum should be made available regardless of whether or not the housing delivery targets are met ie there should be a separate element of grant altogether, similar to the Plan-making element of the Planning Grant, to place empty homes strategies on a firm footing via the employment of Empty Homes Officers.   If grant is tied specifically to meeting housing delivery targets then authorities may judge that the amount of money they stand to gain is insufficient to warrant contributing match funding. However, a criterion for receiving Empty Homes Initiative Grant should be the delivery of an effective empty homes strategy.   
10. We believe that should Empty Homes Initiative Grant simply be made available against the delivery of an Empty Homes Strategy, rather than the employment of an Empty Homes Officer, there is a strong possibility that the money will be used less effectively.

11. It is not a part of this proposal that the employment of an Empty Homes Officer should be a prerequisite for receiving Housing Delivery Grant.  In other words, if local authorities feel able to deliver an effective empty homes strategy without employing a dedicated officer, this should be their prerogative.

Assessing the Effectiveness of Empty Homes Strategies

12. We think the emphasis should be on effective Empty Homes Initiatives as the word “Strategy” leads to confusion about whether a strategy document, or the implementation of the strategy, are under consideration. 

13. The criteria for assessing the effectiveness of a local authority Empty Homes Initiative require careful consideration and the Association will be happy to assist CLG in drawing these up.  Our initial thoughts are that an effective Initiative will include the following:

a. an assessment of the evidence base around empty homes;

b. the establishment of priorities for action;

c. a SMART action plan, ie one that contains specific, measurable targets that are realistic (achievable) and that allocates resources to their delivery against a timeline; particular attention should be given to whether staff resources are available;

d. evidence that the action plan is being implemented with reasonable success and consistency and that progress against targets is being monitored;

e. evidence of public involvement in drawing up the strategy (eg in determining priorities for action);

f. evidence that CPOs or EDMOs will be used to tackle longer term empties;

g. evidence that the strategy is being adequately publicised and that the community can continue to play a role in its delivery eg by reporting empty properties or by owners seeking the assistance of the authority. 

14. We think a great deal of caution needs to be exercised before any attempt is made to prescribe targets or priorities for local authorities.  These should be set locally.  Whilst long-term, problematic empties are always an issue, the relative importance of these varies dramatically from authority to authority and resources are finite.  Engagement by local authorities with owners of transactional empties can generate valuable homes for those in housing need.  Similarly, “Living-over-the-Shop” initiatives may help generate more housing than simply addressing existing long-term empties.

Quantifying the Contribution of Empty Homes

15. The consultation document indicates that there would be problems trying to quantify the contribution of empty homes towards housing delivery.  We believe this to be substantially true.  Rewarding “performance” based on quantitative measures is fraught with difficulties as follows:

a. whereas all new homes must have received planning consent from the local authority many long-term empties will be brought back into use without local authority involvement;

b. if only those homes brought back into use by the local authority are counted significant issues arise around what constitutes action by the local authority (see also next point); and it could be hard to justify rewarding a local authority for bringing 100 empty homes back into use if the overall number of long-term empties rose by 100 at the same time;

c. the contexts in which local authorities operate vary dramatically; the scope for local authorities to be the catalyst in bringing long-term empties back into use varies significantly according to the state of the local housing market and long-term social, economic and demographic trends;  a quantitative, rewards-based approach would almost certainly throw up a small number of “winners” and a large number of authorities with relatively little incentive to take action, based on the wide range of figures reported via BVPI64;

d. whilst it would seem reasonable to look at the overall number of empties in the area as the basis for evaluating outcomes yet the factors that determine the overall number of empty homes are to a high degrees outside of local authority control, including for instance the general economic situation, regional and local economic factors, the state of the housing market generally and so on; local authorities can only do the best they can in the circumstances  they are not responsible for the overall numbers of empties;

e. there are data issues if the overall number of long-term empties is used as the basis of reward eg there have been authorities that have reduced their reported numbers of long-term empties significantly simply by checking more carefully that properties reported as empty are in fact empty.

16. Should the government wish to try and use quantitative measures then we would recommend counting the numbers of homes empty for more than two years brought back into use by the local authority.   This should at least incentivise the local authority whilst ensuring that the properties counted were empty long enough to have been considered lost to the housing stock without the local authority intervention.

ANSWERS TO CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

Q8. Do you agree with our proposed criteria for the housing element?

For the most part, but see our proposal under Q13. 
Q12. Do you agree that an added eligibility criterion on empty homes would be useful and effective?

Yes.  We think this should be essential.  Our outline proposals for measuring the effectiveness of empty property strategies are outlined above.

Q13. Are there other ways we might incentivise the bringing back into use of empty homes through HPDG

A sum should be set aside to help build the network of soundly-based Empty Homes Initiatives across the country by offering local authorities 3-year match funding for the employment of Empty Homes Officers.  We tentatively propose that the level of funding made available should be £20,000 per authority per annum for an FTE post (implying total annual costs per post of £40,000) and this should be independent of Housing Delivery targets.
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