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REVIEW OF EMPTY/ABANDONED RESIDENTIAL PROPERTIES

SUMMARY

The Regeneration and Transport (R&T) Select Committee has concluded a review of empty and
abandoned residential properties as part of the Scrutiny Work Programme during 2012-13. The
scope of the review included consideration of increased powers to bring non-decent properties
back into use; increased Council Tax income and production of savings on temporary
accommodation expenditure; and an increase in New Homes Bonus to the Council.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Executive Scrutiny Committee note the draft recommendations formulated.

INTERIM FINDINGS

(The recommendations are submitted for approval, in principle, subject to a full assessment of both
service and medium term financial planning implications.)

1. The Department for Communities and Local Government reports that empty homes
account for 3% of the national housing stock that not only restrict housing supply but also
detract from the quality of the local environment and can cause significant problems for
local residents. The only effective answer is to get them back into occupation and in that
way help to meet housing needs where appropriate.

2. At the beginning of the Scrutiny Review, the Northern Echo reported on 14 May 2012
that...“Empty Homes across the region cost hard up town halls a staggering £30.4 million in
‘lost’ council tax every year.” In Stockton this amounted to £2.12m and at 31 December
2012 there were 2,609 empty residential properties of which 1,244 have been empty for
more than 6 months. There were also 700 commercial long term empty properties.

3. The Committee learned that there is no shortage of legislation to deal with empty
properties. The difficulty is the practicality of putting it into action and the time it takes. The
Private Sector Housing Division is the first contact point for complaints about problem sites
and it works closely with other Council service areas through the Corporate Empty Home
Group (Planning, Technical Services, Enforcement, Care For Your Area, Council Tax) to
coordinate the approach required to gain cooperation with the owner or alternatively to take
enforcement action.

4. Those service areas involved with returning empty properties to use do so with no funding
provision for taking action following the failure or refusal of a property owner to comply with
a statutory notice. This creates the situation where either no works are carried out by a
service area and the property remains in the same condition or works are carried out and
the service area covers the debt until it is repaid, if ever. However, Stockton Council has
always been proactive in bidding for additional capital to return long term empty properties
back into use.
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Currently, there is one Private Sector Housing Officer working full time on returning empty
properties to use. The Enforcement Officer post had been frozen although the post was
responsible for responding to requests for service relating to empty homes, risk assessing
empty property, maintaining the empty property database and working informally with
owners to help them return their properties to use. As a result this work was no longer
carried out. One of the main roles of the Enforcement Officer was to take action to secure
properties open to unauthorised access to prevent them from being a fire risk and a danger
to public health. This work had now been allocated to other officers within the Private
Sector Housing Division.

The main focus for the Committee was the availability of funding and staffing for the
Council, primarily the Private Sector Housing Division, to best facilitate the return of empty
properties back into use. The Committee believe that due diligence should be given to an
examination of the business case that invest to save opportunities could provide the
Council.

The Committee recommend that a business case is explored for utilising funding
from increases in Council Tax revenue as an invest to save opportunity to tackle the
problem of empty homes through proactive and reactive work across Private Sector
Housing and Planning Enforcement.

With the length of time it can take to reoccupy an empty property the Committee believed
that refocusing attention to properties that had not long been unoccupied might achieve a
higher occupancy level than the problems encountered with houses empty for some time.

The Committee recommend the reprioritisation of empty properties (empty just over
6 months) to identify those that can be brought back into use sooner.

The Committee believe that increased publicity of successes when empty properties are
returned to use should be sought to assist in tackling this issue. Stockton News can carry
articles on empty homes and articles can continue to be submitted for the local press.

The Committee recommend increased publicity of successes when empty properties
are brought back into use to assist tackling this issue.

The Committee heard how the Local Government Finance Act now provides councils more
flexibility over the Council Tax charges that can be levied on certain empty properties and
as part of this review received a consultation report regarding the introduction of more
flexibility over the Council Tax charges that can be levied on certain empty properties.

The Committee raised a number of issues and agreed the scheme as presented, with
caveats, that require resolution by Cabinet.

This review provided an opportunity to look at the efficiencies and improvements that can
be made with opportunities to invest to save in the future. The Committee understands that
to ensure that the Council fully utilises all the legal powers available a one off contingency
fund topped up each year would cover costs incurred for carrying out of works in default.
Service areas would be able to actively pursue debtors to recover costs and the recovered
monies would then be returned to the contingency fund for recycling to cover further
actions. Additionally, recourse to prosecution for non-compliance would follow works in
default where appropriate.

The Committee recommend a business case is explored for utilising one off funding
allocation, with an annual top up, to cover the costs of works in default.

An additional piece of legislation that the Private Sector Housing Division asked the
Committee to consider was the Enforced Sales Procedure (ESP), an existing power carried
out under Section 101 of the Law of Property Act 1925. It has been adopted by a number of
local authorities as an effective way of dealing with long term empty properties where the



owner cannot be traced or is unwilling to work with the local authority to bring the property
back into occupation.

R5 The Committee recommend the use of the Enforced Sale Procedure to take action to
recover debts in excess of £1,000 through enforcing the sale of the empty property
and ensuring its return to use.

Conclusion

13. The Committee see the benefits of returning empty properties back into use as being:

¢ Neighbourhoods — reduced numbers of unsightly/detrimental empty properties; reduced
anti-social behaviour / arson.

o New Homes Bonus — received for each empty property returned to use, 200 through
HCA over 8 years = £1.7m

o Affordable housing for homeless people, improving their quality of life and wellbeing,
reduced costs for health and social care.

e Reduction in homelessness list — use of bed and breakfast (B&B) accommodation —
2011 - £270k, 2012 - £300k. 200% increase in numbers requiring B&B since 2009 -
(now 15,336 bed spaces per year, in 2009, 7,291 beds)
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