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Response to the Government’s Housing Green Paper - Homes for the future: More affordable, more sustainable

National Association of Empty Property Practitioners – October 2007

The National Association of Empty Property Practitioners (NAEPP) are pleased to have this opportunity to comment on the Housing Green Paper, and believe that the housing issues faced in the country today are addressed.

We are delighted that the issue of making better use of the existing housing stock in the country including dealing with long term empty properties features so highly in the paper.  We concur with the government’s belief that returning empty properties back into use should contribute towards targets to increasing housing supply.

NAEPP would like to state that we do not feel that the re-use of the 290,000 long term empty properties will provide all of the supply to meet housing need.  However there are significant benefits to be had in tackling the re-occupation of this stock and in these properties contributing towards new housing figures.  

Refurbishment of existing buildings can provide quicker, more sustainable and more affordable housing solutions.  However for a variety of reasons the priority and incentives do not exist to ensure that public sector or private sector developers look at refurbishment ahead of new build options.

Incentives and powers for local authorities

NAEPP and its members welcome the statement that Councils will be expected to do more to bring long term empty homes back into use.

NAEPP welcomed the introduction of Empty Dwelling Management Orders in the Housing Act 2004 and are looking to ensure we can support our members in utilising these powers through training and sharing best practice.  

However these powers are still new and only 7 interim orders have been made to date.  We are however aware that members have instigated action using these powers and the property owners have returned their property to use voluntarily.  

We would also like to stress to the government that while we are grateful that this specific legislative power to tackle empty properties has been introduced, it should not be viewed as a panacea to the problem enabling all local authorities to tackle the empty homes issue in their local area.

Local authority performance

We are concerned that the impending end of the Best Value Performance Indicator regime there will be no plans to monitor local authorities performance on empty homes.  

Some members have advised us that removal from corporate performance monitoring is likely to see some local authorities reducing the priority attached to work tackling empty properties and focussing resources on other priorities.  We therefore feel it is important that some form of corporate performance target is set to ensure that the empty homes issue does not slip from authorities corporate agendas.  

We note the Government’s recent publication of “The New Performance Framework for Local Authorities and Local Authority Partnerships:  Single Set of National Indicators”, and in particular NI 170.   We request that NAEPP be included in the promised consultation on technical definitions.   We recommend that at the least land be defined to include buildings.   

If land is defined to include dwellings, there is a strong argument for a 2 year threshold for dwellings.   As 2 years is substantially longer than any period needed for transactional vacancies, there are likely to be significant obstacles to such dwellings returning to use.   There is no scope for abuse of such an indicator, as there may have been with BVPI 64.   Such a threshold would be consistent with the 2 year threshold announced recently by the Chancellor for reduced rating of VAT (for renovation or alteration of empty residential premises).

We welcome the proposals to include returned to use empty homes with the Housing and Planning Delivery Grant.  

With regard to empty properties, we feel this should be used as an incentive to authorities to target the use of empty properties as a means of increasing housing supply.

Attached is the NAEPP submission made last year when Communities and Local Government was originally consulting on its proposal for Housing and Planning Delivery Grant.

NAEPP have produced detailed guidance for BVPI64 and would be happy to work with the Empty Homes Agency to produce further guidance on performance and measurement in tackling empty homes.

Buy to leave

NAEPP welcome the comments relating to the recent phenomenon of “buy to leave” with regard to new developments.  

We would welcome the funding of additional research into this issue to establish the scale of the problem nationwide.  However, we would like to suggest that government explore the feasibility of amending planning legislation to enable planning conditions require developers to use all practicable means to achieve occupation of the dwellings they build as opposed to leaving new homes empty indefinitely.  We would not consider the use of EDMO powers as being practical for large numbers of properties in such cases.
Nick Caprara 

Chair – National Association of Empty Property Practitioners

15 October 2007

