Draft guidance notes on the completion of the 
Housing Strategy Statistical Appendix (HSSA): 2006/07

Response by National Assn. of Empty Property Practitioners (NAEPP) 
Introduction

The NAEPP represents local authority officers across the country responsible for implementing local authorities’ Empty Homes Strategies.   The Audit Commission and the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) already recognise NAEPP’s role. 
This is NAEPP’s response to the DCLG consultation in January 2007.   This response is consistent with the concerns expressed by NAEPP in its response last year to the Audit Commission consultation on Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA).

Section A:  question 7
Second homes

NAEPP agrees that second homes should be excluded, but considers this category should be more tightly defined.   At the very least, the Guidance should make clear that it is not the same definition as that used in the Council Tax (Prescribed Classes of Dwellings) (England) Regulations (SI 2003/3011):  ie dwellings which are not a sole or main residence, and which are furnished.

Exclusions
NAEPP welcomes the proposed exclusion of these categories when counting vacant dwellings:
· Owner in prison

· Owner giving or receiving care

· Owner in armed forces or visiting forces
· Dwelling normally occupied by clergy.

NAEPP welcomes this because these are legitimate reasons for dwellings to be vacant, with much less scope for local authorities to promote occupation.   If these categories were included, the CPA use of HSSA question 7 for judging local authorities’ performance in relation to dwellings vacant over six months would be less useful.

For the same reason NAEPP recommends the exclusion of these categories:

· Repossessed dwellings (which the draft guidance expressly includes)
· Dwellings awaiting probate (which the draft guidance expressly includes)
· Dwellings which are the responsibility of a bankrupt’s trustee

· Dwellings removed by the Valuation Officer from the Valuation  List because they are considered to be uninhabitable
· Newly built dwellings which are not yet on the Valuation List.

Relationship to Council Tax / Valuation Officer data
All the categories bullet pointed above (except dwellings not on the Valuation List) correspond closely to categories of exemption for Council Tax purposes.   This makes Council Tax records inevitably the principal source for the HSSA return.   
When (as often) the return for question 1 is based on Valuation Officer data, dwellings not on the Valuation List will not be included in the total stock figure:  so it would be misleading to include such dwellings in the question 7 return for vacant dwellings.
Relationship to Statutory Instrument 2006 No. 367
Indeed (as stated in NAEPP’s response to last year’s Audit Commission consultation on CPA) NAEPP recommends exclusion of all the categories excepted by paragraph 3 of this Statutory Instrument (and possibly paragraph 4(c)).    This Statutory Instrument relates to making Empty Dwelling Management Orders, but its exceptions have the same reasoning:  that in those circumstances there are limits to how much local authorities can or should intervene. 

Question A7a1

This needs clarification:

· Which types of “agreement” qualify:  eg section 106 agreements, planning permission without section 106 agreements, informal “intention in principle” agreements?
· Why is this exclusion restricted to schemes entailing demolition?   Why not schemes entailing conversion too?

Section B:  question 6
The former ODPM and the Audit Commission have previously endorsed the NAEPP Code of Guidance on Best Value Performance Indicator (BVPI) 64.   This Code of Guidance seeks consistent interpretation by local authorities:  without which this BVPI cannot effectively assess local authorities’ comparative performance.

NAEPP would therefore like to see a much stronger endorsement of its Code of Guidance than the “NAEPP has produced additional guidance” in the draft.   It should be made clear that local authorities are expected to follow the NAEPP Code of Guidance.
One small correction:  the draft gives the correct website link for accessing the NAEPP Code of Guidance, but wrongly describes it as the Empty Homes Agency website;  this is in fact the NAEPP’s website.
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