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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 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 the Housing Delivery component of 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 for 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 required to mount an effective initiative.

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.  Without a dedicated officer or team, the local empty homes initiative may frequently be a desultory affair that lacks impetus and continuity.

7. Moreover, 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 a full-time equivalent 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.  We would regard the minimum dedicated resource required per authority to be 3 days a week – possibly slightly less in the case of a cross-boundary initiative eg 2.5 days per authority across two authorities.

9. We would be happy to assist CLG in preparing a model Job Description for such a role which in effect would highlight the relevant skills and by implication lay out some of the key elements in a successful Empty Homes Initiative.

10. 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 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 evidence that an effective empty homes strategy is being delivered (even if no further Housing Delivery Grant is to be awarded, which might be the case in areas of low housing growth).

11. We believe that, should Empty Homes Initiative Grant simply be made available against the delivery of an Empty Homes Strategy (which is an alternative approach), rather than restricted to match-funding the employment of an Empty Homes Officer, there is a strong possibility that the money will be used less effectively and the impact diluted.  We think such an approach would certainly bring into play more issues around the evaluation of each strategy against which claims are made.

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.   It may be that there will not be a separate strategy document but that relevant content can be included in the local Housing Strategy.  Exeter has maintained a thriving Initiative for 12 years on this basis.

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. 

h. evidence that a named member of staff is dedicated to empty homes work for at least three days a week and on a continuing basis, not initermittently. 

14. Further work should be done to ensure that Empty Homes Strategies are given adequate weight in Comprehensive Performance/Area Assessments and Service Inspections

a. by strengthening and developing those Key Lines of Enquiry that deal with Private Sector Housing work and Housing Strategies; and

b. imposing ceilings on the star ratings that can be awarded to services or authorities in the absence of satisfactory Empty Homes Strategies.

15. Beyond this, 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, their relative impact and housing potential varies dramatically from authority to authority.  Local authorities are best placed to make judgements about where interventions will be most useful in addressing housing need.  For example, engagement by local authorities with owners of properties empty less than a year can generate valuable homes for people who are homeless or otherwise in housing need; “Living-over-the-Shop” initiatives may be more cost-effective in generating new housing and assisting regeneration than devoting all available resources to tackling existing long-term empty homes.

Quantifying the Contribution of Empty Homes

16. The consultation document indicates that there would be problems trying to quantify the contribution of empty homes towards housing delivery.  We agree that caution is required and that the over-riding imperative should be to ensure the existence of effective empty homes initiatives in all local authority areas.   

17. We think it probable that the incentive offered by the Housing Delivery element of  HPDG will be sufficient in most authorities to offset the impact of abolishing the national empty homes performance indicators (and indeed may provide a much better incentive than those indicators).  But this is only true if most authorities would be likely to benefit from the Housing Delivery element of HPDG and would thus stand to lose funding if they did not have an effective Empty Homes Strategy in place.  CLG should model the likely distribution of the Housing Delivery Grant to satisfy themselves that the Housing Delivery Grant criterion will provide adequate leverage.   Otherwise it should take further steps as a matter of urgency to ensure that empty property work is adequately recognised and encouraged.  It also needs to think about the position at the end of the 3-year HPDG programme. 

SUMMARY RESPONSES 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 proposal is essential.  We commend CLG for identifying a mechanism that should incentivise most local authorities to develop their empty homes strategies further and offset the otherwise damaging effect of removing empty homes performance indicators. 

However, CLG does need to reality test the “Empty Homes Strategy” criterion to make sure it will incentivise the vast majority of local authorities, and urgently take further steps if this seems unlikely to be the case.  

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.  A minimum of 3-days a week per authority is  recommended.  Whilst the main CLG proposal will bolster empty homes work, we think our proposal will raise the bar further for a relatively small outlay in the context of the overall HPDG pot.   

Prepared by David Gibbens, Housing Enabling Manager, Exeter City Council

Contact: 01392 265869; email admin@naepp.org.uk
On behalf of National Association of Empty Property Practitioners

3nd version – remove paras on quantification 17th January 2008

