Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) re 
Housing Investment Programme  Housing Strategy Statistical Appendix (HIP HSSA)
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:  in particular by endorsing its Code of Guidance on Best Value Performance Indicator 64.
This letter constitutes NAEPP’s response to two Audit Commission consultation documents issued in April 2006:

· "CPA – the Harder Test framework for 2006" (Consultation document for Comprehensive Performance Assessment of single tier and county councils)
· "CPA – district council framework from 2006" (Consultation document for Comprehensive Performance Assessment of district councils).
NAEPP is concerned at one aspect of the Performance Information (PI) proposed in both documents: 
· H18 for single tier councils
· “Percentage of total private sector homes vacant for more than 6 months” for district councils.
Proposed performance information
This measures the number of private sector dwellings vacant over six months (HSSA A7) as a percentage of all private sector dwellings (HSSA A1).   Presumably this implies a judgement on a local authority’s effectiveness in tackling long term empty homes.   NAEPP’s concerns about this are elaborated below.
NAEPP’s concerns 
Reliability of Council Tax  data

1) Most local authorities base A7 on data provided by their Council Tax service.   This data may not adequately reflect the situation on the ground for various reasons:

a) liable persons do not always claim available discounts/exemptions

b) liable persons do not always inform local authorities promptly when their entitlement to discount/exemption ceases

c) local authorities’ reduction or abolition of discount for unfurnished vacant dwellings reduces the incentive for liable persons to inform the local authority when a dwelling becomes vacant or occupied
d) Council Tax services may not revise their records promptly when vacancy or occupation is reported.
A7 thus also reflects a local authority’s policy on discounts and the efficiency of its Council Tax service.

Issues around counting “second homes”
2) The guidance requires A7 to exclude second homes.   Local authorities are not always able to identify these for the following reasons:

a) Before the power introduced by the Local Government Act 2003, second homes and empty homes were treated the same for Council Tax purposes by all local authorities

b) Some local authorities still treat them the same.
c) When local authorities do treat them differently, this may be distorted by the Act’s definition that only substantially unfurnished dwellings should be treated as empty dwellings. For example, where councils have removed discounts on unfurnished empties there will be an incentive for owners to leave empty properties furnished.


d) There is no agreed definition of second homes.  Historically most HIP returns have used a “common-sense” definition of second homes ie homes retained by people as holiday cottages for use by themselves or others.  The figures have been based on surveys of various kinds, information from visiting officers etc.  However, current Council Tax rules designate all furnished empties as “second homes” including eg furnished properties in the private rented sector vacant between lets.  In rural areas the majority of properties may be “true second homes” and in urban areas the majority may be “furnished empties awaiting re-occupation”.   Thus there is an issue about comparing like for like.  


3) Because of the significance of “true” empty homes in many rural areas, we think that the original HIP common-sense definition of “second homes” should be retained and guidance should be issued about estimating the number of these.
Other issues


4) The guidance requires local authorities to record length of vacancy from the date the property became vacant, not the date it was recognised as vacant by the local authority.   Inevitably in some cases local authorities will not know the former date, so will have to use the latter date.   Efforts to establish the former date precisely could be disproportionately time consuming.


5) Some local authorities have inspected a sample of the dwellings listed as six months vacant to assess the true position:  and then adjusted the Council Tax figure accordingly.   At least one has had this adjustment questioned by the Audit Commission on the grounds:

a) of the random nature of the sample

b) that the sample inspection has taken place over a period, whereas A7 should show the position on one date.

The Audit Commission could publish guidance on acceptable methods of adjusting Council Tax data.   However the adjustment process should not be disproportionately time consuming, at the expense of Empty Property Officers’ prime objective of tackling empty homes.


6) Other possible ways of achieving the A7 figure are even less reliable:  eg most local authorities do not conduct adequate House Condition Surveys yearly.
Disregarding certain categories of dwellings vacant more than six months

7) In 2006 for the first time A7 distinguishes between (1) “dwellings vacant for more than six months as a result of an agreement with a private developer or partner to set these aside (to be demolished) for regeneration or housing scheme purposes”, and (2) “all other dwellings vacant for more than six months”.   The Audit Commission consultation papers do not mention this distinction.   NAEPP considers that category A7(1) should be disregarded for the purpose of Performance Information, as clearly these dwellings are in transition to a useful outcome.


8) By the same logic NAEPP considers that Performance Information should disregard certain other categories of empty dwelling which are less amenable to local authority intervention.   (Such categories could also usefully be distinguished in HSSA A7.)   As a minimum NAEPP proposes that these disregarded categories should include those categories in Statutory Instrument 2006 No. 367 paragraph 3.   These are situations which absolutely prevent an Empty Dwelling Management Order being made on a dwelling vacant over six months:  ie they are situations which the Government recognises make it inappropriate for local authorities to enforce a resolution of the dwelling’s vacancy.   NAEPP also recommends that disregarded categories should include those categories in paragraph 4(1)(c) of the same Statutory Instrument, if those dwellings have no factors which might justify an Empty Dwelling Management Order.
Conclusion
9) This performance information is an unsatisfactory basis for CPA because it reflects variations in Council Tax data reliability, housing demand and local authorities’ intervention strategies:  without distinguishing these three factors.   As an alternative, NAEPP proposes that the CPA process should assess:

a) whether there is an empty property strategy in place which has an adequate and justifiable action plan with targets attached

b) whether the empty property strategy adequately reflects the local situation based on all the information available to the assessors

c) whether the empty homes strategy is clearly owned corporately

d) whether the empty homes strategy is being implemented and in particular whether there is an officer dedicated to empty homes work at least part time (with evidence to back this up).


10) If nonetheless CPA relies on this performance information, NAEPP proposes that:
a) The lower threshold should vary regionally, as it did for H18 in 2005
b) Performance Information should exclude the new HSSA A7(1), all of the categories in Statutory Instrument 2006 No. 367 paragraph 3, and appropriate cases in the categories in Statutory Instrument 2006 No. 367 paragraph 4(1)(c).
c) the level of detail required – and for CPA assessment to be truly comparable between local housing authorities –makes desirable a standardised template databases/reports for each Council Tax system:  with checking systems to suit the different types of Local Housing Authority involved (eg LSVT / low or high demand /single or double tier / rural or urban).
11) Regardless of whether the CPA relies on the proposed performance information, NAEPP recommends that the DCLG and the Audit Commission guidance should clarify the requirements for the relevant part of HSSA, in particular by:

· distinguishing in A7 dwellings in the categories exempted by Statutory Instrument 2006 No. 367 paragraph 3
· describing acceptable (but not time consuming) methods of adjusting Council Tax data 
· providing clear definitions of  “second homes” and “holiday lets”.

12) NAEPP is keen to work with the DCLG and the Audit Commission to ensure that any methodology adopted is as clear and robust as reasonably possible.
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