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Background

a) At its meeting on the 21st May 2003 the NAEPP Executive Committee agreed that NAEPP needed to expand its membership to ensure that it really does represent Empty Property Practitioners generally.  It was recognised that the current level of membership still leaves many Practitioners outside the fold and that a wider membership would strengthen NAEPP by allowing us

· to draw on a wider range of expertise

· to involve more members in the running of the organisation.

b) As part of this discussion the Executive agreed to reconsider the position on Membership fees and to ask whether these might be suspended or abolished to facilitate the growth in the organisation.  The Executive recognised that, realistically, the existence of a membership fee does create some element of resistance to growth and has perhaps contributed to a chicken-and-egg situation where potential members are not clear about the benefits of joining NAEPP and the organisation remains too small to fulfil its potential and thus make the benefits more apparent.

c) Finally, the Executive agreed to review the position with the e-mail loop and the fact that there are two loops (empty_homes_network_uk and NAEPP) which largely duplicate one another.

d) Following a detailed consideration of the issues, the Executive Committee on 17th September 2003 agreed a set of proposals aimed to ensure that NAEPP develops stronger roots among its natural constituency of practitioners.  These proposals are outlined below.

Expanding the Membership

Proposal

e) The simplest, quickest and most practical way to expand membership is to offer free membership to eligible practitioners.  This does not guarantee an active, committed membership but it does greatly increase the opportunity to attract such members.

f) At the moment the Executive consider there are sufficient funds to enable NAEPP to operate at its current level of expenditure for at least another year without further income.  We have learned to cut our costs dramatically as we have made more use of e-mail.  And there are other ways of raising money, eg: sponsorship or direct support from organisations such as ODPM, Housing Corp; ORBIS; funding for individual projects such as the development of a proper web-site; surpluses from conferences, training events etc.  (We are aware, for example, that the HMO Network is funded through the receipts from its Annual Conference.)  

g) Thus the Executive does not believe that income from membership fees is absolutely necessary to fund the organisation at the moment and believes that the decision to abolish some membership fees would be a reasonable one.

h) There are currently two sorts of membership recognised in our Constitution and two levels of fees: Corporate Membership costs £75; Individual Membership costs £25.  Our view is that 

· Corporate Membership should remain at £75

· Individual Membership should be reduced to £0.

i) Individual members will be in a position to arrange for their organisations to take up Corporate Membership.  This should provide some degree of continuing fee income to NAEPP although the extent of this is not predictable and will depend on the commitment of the Individual Members to signing up their organisation.   Corporate Members (i.e Local Authorities, Housing Associations etc) will be identified where possible on any publicity material issued by NAEPP.  

j) Corporate Membership will need to remain associated with an individual insofar as someone must be able to cast the Corporate Membership vote and commit to abiding by the Constitution.  Currently, the people associated with Corporate Membership are practitioners.  Under the proposed new arrangement, the expectation is that all practitioners will become Individual Members; possibly the person associated with the Corporate Membership might be at a more senior level than currently eg Head of Housing, Principal Environmental Health Officer etc.  However this is entirely a matter for local decision.

k) Assuming the individual membership does expand, if it subsequently becomes necessary to look again at the fee structure we can expect NAEPP to be stronger, to be able to offer more benefits to its members and any fee to be lower (because costs could be spread over a much larger number of members or organisations).

l) But perhaps the biggest advantage in abolishing the Individual Membership fee would be to change the culture of the organisation so that people will be less inclined to ask what they will “get” from NAEPP and more inclined to ask what they can contribute.  Ultimately, NAEPP’s usefulness depends on the commitment and involvement of its members.

Implementation

m) Under the Constitution, the Members would have to agree to reduce the Individual Membership fee to zero.  Predictably, there is a procedural obstacle to be overcome in that the Constitution requires the Membership Fee to be agreed by an AGM and AGM cannot be conducted “at a distance” (ie by e-mail).  However, the constitution can be changed at a Special General Meeting and an SGM can be conducted at a distance.  Therefore the Executive proposes:

· To organise a Special General Meeting “at a distance” (ie by e-mail) to change the Constitution to allow fee structures to be changed at a Special General Meeting.

· To put to the same SGM the proposal to reduce the Individual Membership fee to £0.

n) In order to join NAEPP, Members would still have to apply, but the only requirement would be that they would have to agree to abide by the Constitution (and meet general eligibility criteria of being Empty Property Practitioners).  This would be done via a simple e-mail exchange and soon as the new member confirmed acceptance of the terms they would be added to the Membership register.

o) The South East Devon Empty Homes Initiative (based in Exeter) has offered to perform the Membership Secretary role for the time being.

Deepening the roots of NAEPP

p) The Executive realises that expanding the membership is not an end in itself.  The NAEPP vision of an organisation “run for empty property practitioners by empty property practitioners” depends on the active participation of members.  To run NAEPP, a sometimes impossible burden has been placed on a very small number of Executive members, carrying with it the risk of burn-out.

q) Moreover most of the energy of the Executive Committee has been absorbed by essential organisational tasks which have kept NAEPP running but often do not produce immediately obvious benefits to the Membership (although there have been tremendous successes, such as the NAEPP-initiated clause in the Local Government Bill to allow EPO’s access to Council Tax data).  The Executive wants to be able to devote much more attention to:

· Refining our policy (eg on BVPI64, on EHMOs) regarding issues which immediately affect practitioners

· Working alongside the EHA to ensure that government is lobbied for the right things in the right way, drawing on all the practical experience available amongst the membership and properly reflecting the membership’s views.

r) We feel there needs to be a more organic connection between the Executive and members involving more communication of a higher quality.  We see one key link as being the various regional and area Empty Homes Forums.  Originally, the intention was that the Steering Committee (as it then was) would be composed of one or two reps from each of the forums creating a very immediate link between the two “tiers” of the empty homes world.   This has tended to fall by the wayside with active Exec members tending to self-select based on their commitment, although we have always tried on an ad hoc basis to ensure that each forum is represented (most are).

s) To help address both of the preceding issues the Executive proposes that every other Executive Committee meeting:

· Is of an extended length

· Includes a lengthy discussion of a key policy issue aimed at refining NAEPP policy

· Is made open to at least 2 additional reps from each Regional Forum and one rep from any area Forum, (who would also be invited to stay for any business section of the meeting but would not be entitled to vote).

t) The first such meeting is hoped to take place before the end of November and the policy issue is likely to be BVPI64 which may come up for discussion as part of the consultation process for PIs this autumn.

e-mail Loops

Discussion

u) There are two e-mail groups for empty homes practitioners – the NAEPP group and the empty_homes_network_uk (ehnet) group.  There is a very considerable overlap between the functions and memberships of the two groups, which is hardly surprising as they are designed to serve exactly the same group of people.  Both were established and maintained by Exeter City Council.  empty_homes_network_uk was intended as a prototype national organisation but it never developed beyond the e-mail loop.  As an organisation it is now redundant given that NAEPP exists:. The only real difference in functionality between the ehnet loop and the NAEPP loop is that you don’t have to belong to NAEPP to participate in ehnet.  

v) It may not be fully appreciated that to all intents and purposes ehnet is run and maintained NAEPP via the South East Devon Empty Homes Initiative/Exeter City Council.  So the continued existence of ehnet is something of an anomaly.  Many organisations do run services for non-members, but not normally where this is detrimental to themselves.

w) There are various issues associated with having the two groups.  The most obvious one is that there is a definite overhead in running each group – helping people subscribe or unsubscribe, dealing with the occasional technical glitch, the odd out-of-control e-mail exchange.  This is time and energy which should all be devoted to NAEPP itself.  

x) The reality is that the ehnet loop competes with the NAEPP loop and to that extent can be seen to undermine the NAEPP loop, yet is maintained by NAEPP.  Both the group owner and the Executive are no longer prepared to support this situation.  If Individual Membership of NAEPP is free then there is no impediment at all to people subscribing to the official NAEPP loop, so there is no adverse effect on empty homes work generally if ehnet is superseded by or amalgamated with the NAEPP loop.

y) For ehnet members who really do lack any will to belong to an organisation of their peers and colleagues, there are alternative fora such as that provided by the Empty Homes Agency via its website.

Executive Decision

z) (By agreement with group owner) Ehnet should be closed to new members unless they belong to NAEPP.

aa) We make it clear that ehnet is run and maintained by NAEPP and NAEPP should appear in the group’s name.

ab) We encourage all ehnet subscribers to join NAEPP.

ac) By the time of the next AGM (expected to take place in February 2004) we aim to close down one of the two loops either by

· closing ehnet down OR

· making membership of NAEPP a condition for participating in ehnet and closing down the NAEPP loop

ad) In the first case, the NAEPP loop would replace ehnet.  In the second case, ehnet would replace the NAEPP loop.  In either case the practical outcome would be the same: there would be one loop serving NAEPP members who would, one would hope, include all those practitioners with a serious interest in tackling the problem of empty homes.

David Gibbens

Empty Homes Manager/Housing Enabling Officer

Exeter City Council

On behalf of NAEPP Executive

17th September 2003

