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2.
   BACKGROUND INFORMATION

2.1 Nationally there is a shortage of housing, and Kettering is no exception.  As just one indicator, there are currently over 3,000 households on our housing register waiting for affordable housing in the Borough.  However, with the reduction in grant funding available for housing associations to develop new build affordable housing, the need to make best use of existing resources to meet local housing needs is vital.  
2.2 In addition, homes that are left empty, particularly those which have been empty for long periods of time, can have a negative impact on neighbourhoods as they attract vandalism, fly tipping and anti social behaviour.  

2.3 During the last decade, the number of empty homes in our Borough increased steadily until reaching a peak in 2009.  However, there has been a steady decrease since.
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2.4 On 1 April 2012, there were 1,221 empty residential properties in Kettering Borough.  Of these, 349 were classed as long term empty homes, having been unoccupied for six months or more.  

2.5 The proportion of empty homes in our Borough equates to 3.2% of the total housing stock, the same as the national average (3.2%), but slightly lower than the East Midlands average (3.4%).  However, long term empties at 1.0% of the total housing stock is lower than both the national average (1.2%) and regional average (1.3%).
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2.6 Our updated Empty Homes Strategy, attached, sets out our priorities and identified actions to reduce the number of empty homes in our Borough further over the next three years as follows: 
1. Identify long term, problematic empty homes and improve the way they are monitored


Specific actions include:
· Investigating and responding to complaints about empty homes from 
members of the public.

· Introducing a case management system for monitoring of empty homes 

that are reported.

2.
Continue work to bring long term, problematic empty properties 

back into use, taking enforcement action where necessary

Specific actions include:

· Monitor progress with long term empty properties via the Empty 
Property Steering Group.
· Review use of enforcement tools and consider where we can extend their usage. 

3. Provide information and support to the owners of empty homes

Specific actions include:

· Produce information leaflets for owners of empty homes that can be sent out with letters or other communications.

· Promote letting empty homes via Keyways or other services offered by the Council’s Landlord Liaison Officer. 

· Promote Private Sector Housing grants which could incentivise bringing empty homes back into use. 

4. Use empty homes to prevent or relieve homelessness and increase housing options available to our customers


Specific actions include:

· Encourage housing association partners to target some of their development work towards purchasing empty properties. 

5. Maximise opportunities to increase the available resources for tackling empty homes


Specific actions include:

· Maximise the use of Homes and Communities Agency funding for empty homes work through housing association partners. 

· Bid for central government funding which may become available for empty homes work.

6. Promote the benefits of bringing empty homes back into use and publicise our successes

· Raise awareness of empty property successes to empty property owners via the media, website, etc. 
3. 
CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT 

3.1 In developing this Strategy, officers have consulted with both internal and external partners, including members of the Empty Property Steering Group, housing association partners who deliver new affordable homes in our Borough, and private sector housing officers across the county.

4.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

4.1
We need to build on our previous successes to continue to reduce the number of empty homes in our Borough.   Since our first Empty Homes Strategy was launched in 2007, over 500 empty homes have been returned to occupation across the Borough as a result of the Council’s interventions. The Council has had some notable successes in dealing with some long standing and particularly problematic empty homes.
4.2 Over the last five years, three properties have been purchased and brought back into use as a result of capital grants paid to housing association partners, and three properties have been returned to use as a result of enforced sale action taken by the Council.  Enforcement action has only been taken rarely due to the cost implications for the Council. 
4.3 The overwhelming majority of empty homes in our Borough have returned to occupation as a result of small scale financial incentives offered by the Council, such as Decent Homes Grants to improve property conditions, or homeless prevention tools such as the Rent Assistance Scheme.  These financial incentives have been funded in their entirety by the Department for Communities and Local Government through the Private Sector Decent Homes Grant which ended in 2010/11, and Homelessness Prevention Grant which will be allocated through the Business Rate Retention Scheme from 2013/14.  Once the current Decent Homes Grant has been exhausted, there will be no funds available to offer to owners to improve house conditions prior to accommodating applicants on the housing register, and the continuing rise in homelessness is already putting increased pressure on limited homelessness prevention funds. 
4.4 Compulsory Purchase Orders (CPOs), although used on a routine basis by many local authorities around the country, have not been pursued by this Council for empty home work to date. However, we are examining the feasibility of doing so in a small number of cases. Typically, acquiring a home under a CPO will require a capital sum to pay the market value of the property to the owner, as well as a non-refundable loss payment at 7.5% of market value, and costs.  While some of these costs would be recouped in the event of resale, for example, to a housing association, we would still need to cover costs for items such as newspaper notices and Land Registry fees, as well as legal costs, including legal representation in the event that the CPO was contested.
4.5 Therefore, while officers will continue to pursue informal means to empty property work, as these can largely be covered by officer time, our ability to bring a significant number of long term empties back into use where informal action has failed will require significant additional financial resources.   
5.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

5.1 The financial implications are set out in Section 4 of this report.      

6.
LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 

6.1
There are no legal implications at present. 
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1.	PURPOSE OF REPORT


	To seek adoption of the Empty Homes Strategy attached to this report. 


	





7	RECOMMENDATION





	That the Executive Committee agrees to adopt the Empty Homes Strategy attached to this report.  











