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1. Introduction

a) This document describes the Joint Commissioning arrangements whereby district councils, housing associations and the Housing Corporation work together to create and fund a cross-boundary Empty Homes Initiative across the local authority areas of Exeter City Council, East Devon District Council and Mid Devon District Council.

b) The initiative builds on the Joint Commissioning partnership previously operating exclusively inside the Exeter district boundaries. 

c) The new initiative, which supersedes the Exeter Initiative, is called The South East Devon Empty Homes Initiative.

2. Aims

The aims of the Empty Homes Initiative are:

a) to increase the amount of available housing (especially affordable housing) in the sub-region by bringing empty homes back into use and by converting and adapting other empty or under-utilised property

b) to ensure that full use is made of existing buildings in order to minimise the need to build on green-field sites

c) to establish effective Empty Homes Services in all the participating local authority areas, offering a cost-effective and high-quality service to owners of empty properties

d) to encourage high standards of working practice in RSLs 

e) to develop robust Empty Property Strategies in all the participating local authority areas and to ensure corporate commitment to implementing those strategies

f) to develop an effective partnership between the organisations involved 

g) to share resources and avoid unnecessary competition between partners whilst ensuring value-for-money for the tax-payer

h) to ensure that any accommodation developed through the Initiative provide decent homes for the occupants

i) to maintain and develop the status of the Initiative as an example of best practice in empty homes work and to play an active role in supporting the National Assocation of Empty Property Practitioners

j) to continue to host the South West Empty Homes Forum and to support other regional and national empty homes initiatives

3. Outline of Joint Commissioning

The main components of this joint commissioning approach to empty homes work are:

a) joint commissioning of empty homes schemes across the three authorities

b) a medium term Housing Corporation spending programme for empty homes work

c) a limited number of identified RSLs able to bid for capital funding

d) revenue support for the Empty Homes Initiative from all the partners (bar the Housing Corporation)

e) a set of protocols governing how the various parties should work together, including performance benchmarks

f) the involvement of all partners, including the Housing Corporation, in the management of the Initiative.

4. Scope of Programme

a) The Joint Commissioning Programme will have preferential access to Housing Corporation and Local Authority capital funding in the three districts for:

· schemes involving acquisition and conversion or rehabilitation of existing buildings

· purchases of occupied residential properties (e.g. Existing Satisfactory Purchase, Purchase and Repair) (such schemes to be in accordance with the Housing Corporation’s Regional Investment Strategy).

b) Exceptions to the above such as supported housing projects invoving  other associations will be referred to the partners for agreement.

5. Selection of Housing Association Partners

a) Given that the Joint Commission Protocol has operated successfully for several years, the assumption is that the existing partners are performing satisfactorily and the partnership is the right size for the work undertaken.  All local HAs have been given the opportunity to apply to  join the partnership on more than one occasion.

b) It is agreed that the maximum number of HA partners for the expanded initiative is eight.

c) The currently agreed seven partners are

· Exeter Housing Society

· Magna Housing Group

· Orbit Housing Association

· Sarsen Housing Association (joining 2003-04)

· Sovereign Housing Association

· Signpost Housing Group

· William Sutton Trust.

d) Should it be necessary to expand the partnership or to replace a partner HA which has dropped out, the process for doing this would be as follows:

· the existing partners would first have to agree the principle of inviting a new HA into the partnership

· the local authorities would decide the candidate HAs to be invited to join the partnership

· the application of any candidate HA wishing to join would then be considered by the entire partnership and depend on acceptance by at least two-thirds of the partners

e) All HAs are expected to commit equal amounts of revenue funding to support the Initiative.  The above-named partners have committed themselves to revenue funding the Exeter Initiative for the next three years (through to March 31st 2006).   The agreed amounts are shown in Appendix A.

6. Local Authority Partners

a) The Joint Commissioning Partnership can be expanded geographically by the involvement of further Local Authority partners.  This would be subject to agreement by all the existing partners and review of the revenue and capital budgets for the Initiative.

b) East Devon and Mid Devon Councils have committed revenue support to the Initiative for one year. Exeter City Council makes its contribution in kind and is committed for a further three years.  These contributions are detailed in Appendix A.

7. Management of the Initiative

a) A Steering Committee will meet every quarter. There will normally be a further special meeting to discuss Housing Corporation bids.  Other special meetings may be held as necessary.

b) The Steering Committee will include:

· one elected Member per authority

· Exeter’s Housing Partnership Manager (as line manager of the Empty Homes Manager)

· each partner association

· a lead officer from each partner local authority

· the Housing Corporation 

c) The Steering Committee will be responsible for:

· giving direction to the Initiative

· developing an integrated spending programme (see next section) and agreeing bids to the Housing Corporation

· agreeing procedures for allocating funds among the partners of the strategy and discussing individual schemes when appropriate

· agreeing performance benchmarks

· monitoring progress

d) The location of meetings and the Chair will be rotated around the three local authorities.

e) It is expected that decisions will be made by consensus, but where a vote is felt necessary, voting will be on the basis of one vote per partner organisation, with the Chair casting an extra vote in the event of a tie. 

f) All partners will be consulted on all important decisions and will be able to give feed-back or cast a vote by e-mail or letter.

g) A written report on the previous quarter’s activities/issues/successes will be provided at each meeting.

Reporting mechanisms will also include provision of the following figures for each Local Authority area:

· the number of empty properties from Council Tax figures (subject to access to the relevant data)

· numbers of enquiries from members of the public, by type of enquiry

· referrals to housing associations*
· referrals to other partners/stakeholders

· progress against Best Value Performance Indicator 64 (number of empty properties brought back into use by the Local authority)

· capital spending progress*

· response times for Empty Homes Service activities*

8. Central Resources

a) The Empty Homes Service (i.e. the service provided by the Empty Homes Manager / Empty Homes Negotiators) will provide central services including:

· telephone hot-line(s), with voice-mail facilities, to receive calls from owners of empty properties

· design and placement of promotional material (advertising etc) to increase awareness of the Initiative and to attract owners to the schemes available

· information to assist owners of empty property

· trawling for opportunities in newspapers and via regular contact with agents e.g. properties to purchase

· street surveys of empty/redundant space above shops

· referral of opportunities to housing associations and other stakeholders

· monitoring of performance by housing associations against the Initiative’s own benchmarks

· leading larger projects in an “honest broker” role

· statistical information about empty homes

· development of key materials such as Customer Service Standards

· offering an enabling role to help local authorities develop schemes for accessing more temporary accommodation

· development of Empty Homes strategies in each area

· the initial validation of bids against agreed protocols

· IMS approval processes (subject to further discussion with Housing Corporation/districts)
· handle media enquiries and promote new stories and other PR (subject to the control of the relevant Local Authority)

b) Although provided centrally, there will be a defined separate service for each participating Local Authority, ie from the point of view of the general public, each district council will have its own Empty Homes Service.

c) Response times for the Empty Homes Service will be agreed in a separate schedule.

8.2 Scope of work in each district

a) It is a fundamental principle that the expansion of the Joint Commissioning Partnership does not adversely affect the work of the Empty Homes Service previously operating in Exeter.

b) The exact scope of work to be undertaken in each district will be agreed separately to reflect the priorities of the district, but will be subject to available resources.

c) Based on the agreed contributions from the two new districts, the available resource in those districts will be calculated to produce:

· two days a week of dedicated Empty Homes Negotiator time (to include training and other overhead time) for each of the newly participating districts

· one and a half days a week across East Devon and Mid Devon of the Empty Homes Service Manager’s time in development of the service and line management of the Empty Negotiators

· all advertising/printing costs specific to each district

d) In Exeter, the contributions of the partners will produce:

· two and a half days a week of the Empty Homes Service Manager’s time

· three days a week of Empty Homes Negotiator time

e) (Additional contributions by a temporary Bed and Breakfast Unit grant specifically for Exeter cover

· one day a week of the Empty Homes Service Manager’s time

· five days a week of Empty Homes Negotiator time)

9. Opportunity Sharing for Housing Associations

a) The underlying principle is to give all participating Housing Associations equal opportunity to access capital grant by rotating and distributing development opportunities according to a previously agreed Opportunity Sharing Protocol. 

b) The Opportunity Sharing Protocol will be drawn up separately from this main protocol on an annual basis following detailed discussions with all partners.  It may be subject to review and adjustment in the course of each year.  Reports on the opportunities referred to partners will be made available at steering committee meetings.  It will be specifically designed to ensure equal opportunity.  

c) The Housing Associations will identify the particular geographical areas and scheme types that they wish to bid for.  

d) Involvement of a Housing Association in a particular district authority area will depend on the agreement of the relevant District Council.

e) In exceptional cases eg where action needs to be taken quickly or where a scheme appears marginal, an opportunity may be offered to more than one association concurrently.  It will be made clear to all the associations involved that this is the approach being adopted and they will be advised of the other associations to which the referral is being made.  In the event that there is competition to take the scheme forward, the relevant district council will choose the preferred partner.  Where other things are equal the choice may be made with a view to securing the most equitable distribution of grant amongst the partners. 

10. Distribution of grant between districts

a) Empty Homes grant previously ear-marked for Exeter under the previous Joint Commissioning arrangements will remain ring-fenced for use in Exeter subject to para (c) below.

b) The partnership will bid for additional grant for empty homes work in the other two districts.

c) Housing Corporation grant which is ring-fenced for Exeter but which cannot be spent in Exeter through lack of available schemes will be made available for the other two districts before being returned to the central Housing corporation pot.

d)  Over the three-year funding period the aim will be to achieve an approximate balance of HCSHG allocations across the three districts broadly in line with the projected housing demand and empty property availability within each district.  This approximate balance will be expressed as a ratio between the amounts of HCSHG to be spent in each area e.g. Exeter:East Devon:Mid-Devon, 6:4:4. This ratio will be agreed following further discussion between the three districts and will be notified to the partnership as soon as possible.  Meanwhile, it has been agreed that allocations outside of Exeter will be split 50/50 between Mid and East Devon.  

e) LASHG will of course be additional to Housing Corporation grant and will be reserved for use within the district giving grant unless the district concerned decides otherwise. 

11. Bidding and Allocation Processes

a) Both the Housing Corporation and district authorities will, as far as they are able, ring-fence funding for the Initiative over a three-year period.  It is recognised in both cases that this will be an in principle commitment which cannot be binding.

b) To work most effectively within the constraints of the IMS system, the Housing Corporation will keep funding earmarked for the Empty Homes Consortium in a separate grant pot ie it will not be allocated to any individual scheme or RSL within the IMS for the current year spending (but see (e) re future years).

c) However, the partnership will work up and the Steering Committee will approve a strategic bid.   Target grant rates, out-turn rents and grant amounts will be agreed between all associations based on an agreed mix of off-the-shelf purchase and conversion schemes.  The submitted bid (which will not be approved by the Housing Corporation) will then:

· enable the Housing Corporation to size the pot

· provide the targets to which the partnership will work

d) To meet the requirements of the IMS system, one association will have to take responsibility for entering the bid in the system on behalf of the partnership.  Signpost has offered to do this. The Empty Homes Manager will provide the Strategic Supporting statement.  

e) Agreement of a 3 year forward programme is intended to enable greater flexibility both for “bringing forward” and for transferring between different elements of the programme, particularly if an opportunity for “good value” arises. 

f) The Housing Corporation will aim to pre-allocate specific sums to the partnership as a whole for years 2 and 3. The actual amount of allocation for the “bid” year (i.e. Year 1) is expected to be substantially higher than the pre-allocated amount: this will be allocated to specific schemes in accordance with their merits.  Funding for future years will be held partly as firm pre-allocations for specific schemes, partly as a “committed reserve”.  The Housing Corporation will try to give indicative funding levels for Years 2 and 3.  This can be expected to indicate the minimum commitment: the actual level of funding will depend on the quality of specific bids.

g) Once the pot has been sized, partner HAs can submit bid for actual schemes or properties.  

h) All bids will be routed through the Empty Homes Service, with summary information contained on a Value for Money (VFM) form.  

i) The Empty Homes Service will validate the bid against protocols previously agreed.

j) If the scheme is not in Exeter, the VFM form will then be forwarded to the relevant Local Authority for final approval.  

k) Once the principle of the scheme has been agreed as described above, the Housing Association will be notified and will then enter their bid in the IMS system.

l) Grant confirmation will be made and the appropriate allocation transferred to the individual RSL, with CPT being increased accordingly.  

m) Take-up will be monitored through the Steering Group (as well as by the Housing Corporation).

n) The source of funding (i.e. HC or LA SHG) for individual schemes will be decided in consultation between the Corporation and the relevant District Council, with the broad aim of utilising Housing Corporation SHG first in any one year. 

12. Duration of Agreement

a) This agreement is intended to run from 1st April 2003 to 31st March 2006.
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Prepared by:

	David Gibbens
	Vershia Koria

	Empty Homes Manager
	Area Manager (West)

	Housing Partnership Section
	Housing Corporation South West

	Exeter City Council
	


7th January 2003

Appendix A – Contributions by partners

Contributions by Housing Associations

	2003 – 2004
	2004 -2005
	2005-2006

	£7,760
	£7,960
	£8,200


Contributions by Local Authorities

	
	2003 – 2004
	2004 -2005
	2005-2006

	East Devon
	£15,000
	
	

	Mid Devon
	£15,000
	
	


Contributions in kind by Exeter City Council

The City Council hosts the partnership,  providing office space and furniture, day-to-day line management of Empty Homes Manager, sick and maternity pay and many other overhead costs such as upgrading/replacement of PCs and software and additional training.

Other contributions and income

The Government’s Bed and Breakfast Unit is currently contributing to a special project in Exeter to take on more Private Sector Lease properties.  Funding is currently through to the end of March 2003, but may be extended for a further year.

The benefits of some of the contributions (eg colour printer) are transferable to the entire Initiative.

LASHG

The anticipated amount of LASHG from Exeter City Council is £250,000-£350,000 p.a. over the period of the agreement.

* Also aggregated figures for the entire partnership area
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