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1.
Introduction
Nationally, there is a recognised shortage of housing and Kettering is no exception. There is currently over 3,000 households on our housing register waiting for affordable housing in the borough. Building more housing can provide a solution to this problem, though Kettering Borough Council accepts that, alongside this approach, there needs to be a focused strategy to maximise the use of all available housing. 
Whilst not all empty homes visibly detract from the appearance of an area, long term empty homes can sometimes ruin good neighbourhoods. Empty homes can be eyesores which attract vandalism and crime as well as being a financial burden for their owners, neighbours and wider community.
Through this Empty Homes Strategy we aim to develop initiatives that will encourage owners of empty homes to bring their properties back into use. By doing so we will reduce the negative impact empty homes have on communities, reducing the time they stand empty and providing homes to households who need them.

Despite some successes in recent years, there remains a considerable challenge to ensure that the numbers of empty homes are reduced and, where they remain, the impact on communities is minimised. Our Empty Property Steering Group will continue to focus on the most problematic empty properties, bringing together expertise from across the Council to bring those homes back into use. Our Landlord Liaison Officer, a new initiative, will also now work to tackle homelessness by identifying suitable private sector properties, including those standing empty, which have the potential to be let to households in desperate need of housing. The Council maintains the belief that the best way to bring empty homes back into use is to work in partnership with owners. The six objectives of this strategy are outlined on page 4.
2.
National Context

The problem of empty homes is not exclusive to Kettering. In total there are 719,999 empty residential properties in England. Of those empty homes, 278,494 (39%) have been unoccupied for longer than six months and are considered to be ‘long-term’ empty (Council Tax Base 2010/11) 

The issue of empty homes has become more prominent in recent years with a shortage in supply of housing and the government has encouraged local authorities to tackle the problem through various policy and legislative changes.

2003 saw the introduction of the Communities Plan: ‘Sustainable Communities, Building for the Future’ which refers to bringing empty homes back into use. 

The publication of ‘Sustainable Communities: Homes for All’ in 2005 reinforced the government’s commitment to tackling empty homes and strongly encouraged local authorities to make better use of existing housing stock. The ‘Barker Review’ of housing supply also emphasised the importance of making the best use of existing stock to meet the shortfall in housing supply in the country. 

The Housing Act 2004 (introduced in 2006) strengthened the enforcement powers of local authorities in dealing with empty properties and introduced Empty Dwelling Management Orders (EDMOs) as an enforcement tool. 

The Green Paper ‘Homes for the Future: More Affordable, More Sustainable’, published in 2007, places an expectation on local authorities to reduce the number of long-term empty homes as part of our strategic housing role in increasing the supply of housing. 

The Coalition Government has also made a commitment to tackling empty homes by providing £100m of funding to the Homes and Communities Agency to get them back into use as affordable housing. Refurbished long-term empty homes will also count towards the New Homes Bonus for local authorities. 

The Governments Housing Strategy ‘Laying the Foundations: A Housing Strategy for England 2011’ builds on existing policy through a series of key measures for the future of housing in England. Through it the Government is seeking to bring empty properties back into use as a sustainable way of increasing the overall supply of housing.

3.
Corporate Context

[image: image1]
The Empty Homes Strategy feeds into the overall Housing Strategy for 2013-2016 and will contribute toward the following strategic priorities:

· Increasing the supply of affordable housing (priority 1)

· Improving the physical condition of the housing stock across all tenures (priority 3)

· Sustaining Neighbourhoods (priority 5)
This strategy sits alongside the Private Sector Housing and Homelessness Strategies which also contribute towards the seven ongoing strategic priorities for Housing in the borough. 
We have six objectives for the period of this strategy:
	1.
	Identify long-term, problematic empty homes and improve the way that they are monitored

	2.
	Continue work to bring long-term, problematic empty homes back into use, taking enforcement action where necessary

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

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

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

	6.
	Promote the benefits of turning empty properties back into homes and publicise our successes


The full action plan for 2012-2015, which explains how we will meet these objectives, can be found in section 11. 
4.
Types of Empty Home
Empty homes can be divided into two categories; transactional and problematic. 
Transactional homes are those which are empty temporarily and are brought back into use within a short time, without the need for the Council’s involvement. Typically these properties are empty because they are awaiting sale, minor renovation works or people moving in.
Problematic empty homes are those that remain empty for long periods of time and cause problems in local communities. Issues that arise as a result of problematic empty homes can include vandalism, fly-tipping, anti-social behaviour and the attraction of vermin. Problematic empty homes are often in a poor condition and blight neighbourhoods. A common concern for neighbours of empty housing is that it reduces the value of their property. Research conducted in 2003 by Hometrack showed that values could be reduced by as much as 18% in London for those homes with an empty property next door. 
5.
Empty Homes in Kettering
There were 1,221 empty residential properties in the borough of Kettering on 1st April 2012. Of those empty, 349 were classed as ‘long-term’ empty, having been unoccupied for longer than six months. These figures are taken from Kettering Borough Council Tax records. 
Figure 1, below, shows the total number of empty homes and long-term empty homes (unoccupied for longer than six months) in the borough from 2004-2011. The data presented below is taken from Council Tax Base, 2012.
Figure 1:
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After a peak in the number of empty homes in 2009 we have seen a steady decrease over the past 3 years to the current number of 1,221 properties. The number of long term empty homes has followed this trend, steadily decreasing at a similar rate from 2009, from a high of around 450 in 2009 to a current figure of 349. This steady decline in the number of empty homes may be attributed to less movement in the housing market, including a reduction in lending and fewer sale transactions. A reduction in new build properties may also be a contributing factor, as many new build properties remain empty for a period of time until they are sold.
Figure 2, below, shows the total number of empty homes in the borough as a percentage of all homes. 
The graph compares Kettering with the East Midlands and England. It shows that whilst Kettering has a similar level of empty homes (3.2%) to that of the national average (3.2%), it has slightly less than the regional average (3.4%). With regards to long term empty homes, Kettering has a lower proportion (1.0%) than both the regional (1.3%) and national averages (1.2%).
Figure 2:
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Figure 3, overleaf, shows the number of long-term empty homes as a percentage of the total number of empty homes locally, regionally and nationally. The average figure for the East Midlands (38%) is very close to the national average of 39%. Kettering however, has a slightly lower proportion of it’s empty homes remaining empty for six months or more, with 31% of all empty homes being empty long-term.
Figure 3:
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In order to better understand the characteristics of long-term empty homes in Kettering, an analysis of Council Tax data was undertaken in July 2012. Figure 4, below, demonstrates how the long-term empty homes in the borough are distributed across Council Tax bands. 
Figure 4:
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The data reveals that the vast majority of long-term empty homes (71%) are within Council Tax bands A and B; 14% are in band C and the remaining 15% are in bands D to H. The percentage of long-term empty homes in bands A and B is disproportionately high when compared with the percentage of all band A and B properties in the borough (under 60%). 
An analysis of Council Tax data for the 2007 Empty Property Strategy showed that empty homes are not concentrated in certain areas or wards within the borough, and this has not changed in the past five years. The empty homes appear to be fairly evenly spread across the borough so there are no large, concentrated areas of empty housing. 
It is important to note that not all long-term empty housing is problematic. The definition of a ‘long-term’ empty home is any home that has been vacant for longer than six months. The recent recession and tighter restrictions on lending have had a significant impact on the housing market, meaning that it is more difficult to buy and sell properties. It is, therefore, likely that homes for sale will remain on the market for longer periods, and this can easily be longer than six months in many cases. This type of empty housing, although technically ‘long-term’, should be considered as transactional rather than problematic. 
An analysis of Council Tax data was undertaken in April 2012 to establish the length of time that long-term empty homes in Kettering had been vacant. This analysis helps to demonstrate the percentage of the long-term empty homes that are more likely to become problematic. 

In April 2012 there were 395 homes which had been empty for longer than six months. The table below provides a breakdown of these properties and the length of time they had been empty as of 31st April 2012
	Length of Time Empty
	Apr 2012
	Cumulative

	6 months – 1 year
	38%
	38%

	1 – 3 years
	38%
	76%

	3 – 5 years
	10%
	86%

	5 – 7  years
	4%
	90%

	7 – 10 years
	2%
	92%

	More than 10 years
	8%
	100%

	Total
	100%
	


Source: Council Tax long-term empty property data, April 2012.
The table shows that 76% of all long-term empty homes in the borough have been empty for less than three years whilst 8% (around 32 properties) have been empty for longer than ten years. These homes that have been empty for very long periods of time are most likely to fall into disrepair and become problematic to neighbours and the wider community. It is therefore important that we look at ways to help bring these empty homes back into use. We should also work with landlords and owners who have transactional empty homes to bring them back into use as this will not only prevent properties from becoming problematic in future, but also ensure we make the best use of all available housing in the borough.    
6.
Why do Homes Become Empty?
It is difficult to accurately assess the reasons why some homes become and remain empty as there is a lack of research on this subject nationally. Several regional and local surveys have been carried out across the country but they often involve surveys of the owners of empty homes. Those owners that are least likely to co-operate with local councils to bring their properties back into use are also those who are least likely to respond to surveys. It is, nevertheless, important to consider the findings of such surveys as they do provide an insight into the motivations of some empty home owners.   

A 2008 survey, conducted by The University of Nottingham on behalf of the East Midlands Empty Property Forum, found that the most common reason stated by empty home owners as to why the home remained empty was ongoing renovation or improvement works. The second most common reason given by respondents was that owners had difficulty in financing the renovations or improvements. In 2006, Halifax estimated that the average cost to renovate an empty property was £28,788. These costs are often underestimated when a house is bought and can be a barrier to it being brought back into use. Other common reasons found in the survey included that the property was not habitable or was being kept empty in order to move into at a later date (Empty Properties Survey, 2008).
Other reasons why homes might be left empty include:
	Investment holding
	Owners are waiting for market values to increase and wish to retain the option for sale at the peak of the market

	Property subject to Probate

	Owner(s) deceased and ownership of property is unknown, unresolved or subject to (sometimes very lengthy) legal processes. 

	Owners details/whereabouts unknown
	Owner has left the property but whereabouts are unknown. Sometimes establishing who owns a property can be very difficult. 

	Property has been inherited 
	Owner has inherited the property from a deceased relative. The owner lacks the will, skills, or finances to bring the property back into use. Properties can sometimes be left due to the emotional difficulties experienced by the owner in these circumstances.  


It is sometimes the case with problematic empty homes that there is no clear reason as to why they are left empty. Where an owner refuses to work with us to address the problems caused by an empty property, enforcement action can be taken. Enforcement action is always the last resort and we will always take reasonable steps to work with owners in the first instance. Enforcement action can have considerable cost implications for the Council and so can be very difficult where resources are limited. There may also be other limitations such as the legal processes required with some enforcement tools. Details of the available tools for bringing empty homes back into use can be found in section 10.    
7.
Progress since 2007
Empty Property Steering Group
The Empty Property Steering Group was set up as part of the action plan in the 2007 Empty Property Strategy and deals with problematic long-term empty homes. The group meets quarterly and is made up of officers from several departments within the Council including: 

· District Law (Kettering and Wellingborough Councils’ legal service)

· Council Tax 
· Environmental Health

· Housing Strategy

· Planning (Enforcement)

· Private Sector Housing 

The group currently monitors approximately fifteen empty homes. Officers share experience, knowledge and resources in order to determine how best to tackle the problems caused by each individual property and work to bring them back into use. Due to limited resources, the group focuses on only the most problematic properties; generally those that are in a serious state of disrepair and are the source of repeated complaints from the public. 
There is no dedicated Empty Homes Officer within the Council; instead members of the steering group take responsibility for actions and enforcement. The group is co-ordinated and chaired by an officer from within the Housing Strategy Team.
A case study of a recent success of this group can be found in appendix A. The Empty Property Steering Group will continue throughout the period of this strategy. 
East Midlands Landlord Accreditation Scheme (EMLAS)
We are now part of the East Midlands Landlord Accreditation Scheme (EMLAS). EMLAS provide training, information and advice on tenancy law and management for private sector landlords across the East Midlands. The scheme works by accrediting landlords rather than properties. Landlords register with the scheme and, once they have attended a free, one day training course, can become accredited. Landlords that become accredited must declare that they are a ‘fit and proper’ person, which includes disclosing if they have been involved in any criminal offence, fraud or broken any laws in relation to housing. EMLAS inspect a sample of the landlord’s homes to ensure they meet minimum legal standards. The landlord is then required to attend regular training events and is provided with advice and information to help them manage their properties effectively. The scheme provides rewards and incentives for responsible landlords and demonstrates to potential tenants that the landlord is committed to providing good quality housing which is managed responsibly. We currently have 69 accredited landlords, the second highest in the East Midlands (number correct as of 1st February 2011). 
Landlord Liaison Officer

In 2011 we created a new role within the Private Sector Housing Team, the Landlord Liaison Officer (LLO). Part of this role includes encouraging landlords to become accredited with EMLAS and also advertise their properties to let on our housing allocation website ‘Keyways’. This means that accredited landlord’s properties can be let to households on our housing register, who may have an urgent need for housing. The Housing Options Team may also refer customers directly to the LLO when appropriate, who can look to secure them a privately rented property with an EMLAS accredited landlord.
By working in this way the LLO aims to ensure that properties will be safe, decent and suitable for customers. The LLO can also liaise between the landlord and the tenant to make sure we are minimising the risk of tenancy failure and giving our customers the best possible chance of maintaining a successful, long-term private tenancy.
By the end of 2012, the LLO will also be offering a management service to private landlords. With this management service, the LLO will find a tenant for the landlord, set up the tenancy and continue to provide management of that tenancy. This service takes huge pressure off the landlord and means that any landlord taking the management service option does not have to be involved with the day-to-day management of the tenancy. It is hoped that some landlords with empty properties may wish to take up this option as it is an excellent option for those landlords with little housing experience or knowledge of letting property or managing tenancies. Empty home owners are also eligible for a Decent Homes Grant of up to £5,000 if the property requires work to make it decent and safe to live in. The landlord is required to match-fund any grant assistance and must agree to let the property to households from our housing register for a minimum of 3 years.
Keyways

In January 2009 we launched ‘Keyways’, the Council’s choice-based lettings scheme. The scheme changed the way that Council and Housing Association properties are allocated; giving housing register applicants more choice over where they live and creating transparency in the way housing allocations are managed. Instead of us matching customers with what we consider to be suitable homes, all vacant properties are advertised and applicants are able to ‘bid’ on (express their interest in) the properties they would like to live in. In November 2010, Corby and Wellingborough Councils joined the scheme giving people looking for housing even greater choice across the three districts. 
Following its launch in 2009, the scheme was quickly expanded to include privately rented properties. Landlords who are accredited with EMLAS are offered the incentive of being able to advertise their empty homes through the Keyways website. This provides responsible landlords with a free marketing tool for their empty properties, helps to bring shorter-term empty properties back into use and expands the housing options that are available to customers on the waiting list for housing. 
Between April 2009 and April 2012, 50 vacant private sector properties had been advertised on Keyways. The feedback received confirmed that 18 properties were let to people on the housing waiting list. In future, following the introduction of the Landlord Liaison Officer (LLO), more direct lets of private properties will be made to homeless households and other households from our waiting list in order to prevent homelessness. The LLO will offer landlords a tenant finder service for a small fee and whilst this will limit the amount of private properties that will be available through Keyways, it will widen the use of empty properties, allowing individual households to be matched to empty homes, helping to prevent homelessness quickly and alleviate some of the pressure on our housing register.
Further work is needed to increase the number of actual lettings resulting from advertising on Keyways. This will be included in the actions planned for the period of this strategy. The action plan for 2012-2015 can be found in section 11. 
Private Sector Leasing (PSL) Scheme
PSL properties are homes that are leased by the Council from private sector landlords. We manage these homes and pay a monthly rent to the landlord. They are used to provide temporary accommodation for homeless households and are leased for a period of 3 years, with the option of extending on an annual basis. 
PSL properties are of a higher quality than other types of temporary accommodation such as Bed and Breakfast hotels or hostels and provide a more settled environment for those in need of emergency housing. They are also better value for money than paying for households to stay in Bed and Breakfast accommodation. 
We currently lease and manage 16 PSL properties. The scheme is lead by the need for temporary accommodation and clearly the overall aim is to prevent households from becoming homeless and requiring any form of accommodation such as this. However, where temporary accommodation is needed, these properties have a dual purpose in providing a use for previously empty properties as well as enabling us to provide better quality accommodation for homeless people when compared to other options available. 
Assisting Households into the Private Rented Sector

Since 2006, we have focused on preventing people from becoming homeless rather than waiting until a crisis situation occurs. Prevention provides better outcomes for those families affected by the threat of homelessness as they do not go through the unsettling and sometimes distressing experience of temporary housing. It is also more cost effective for us to provide practical help and financial assistance to prevent homelessness than to spend money on expensive temporary accommodation such as bed and breakfast hotels, which would otherwise be necessary in emergency or crisis situations. 
There are many tools that help us to prevent homelessness and increase the housing options available to people waiting for housing and these are covered in our Homelessness Strategy. One of the most significant, and the one which is relevant to this strategy, is increasing access to the private rented sector for those on our housing waiting list. It is necessary to make the best use of available private rented housing as the waiting list for Council and Housing Association homes is increasing and, due to the economic climate, the number of new affordable homes being built is falling.
Working with private sector landlords expands the options available for housing customers, prevents homelessness (privately rented housing can usually be accessed quickly, before a crisis occurs) and brings empty homes back into use. In order to help people on lower incomes access privately rented homes, it is often necessary to provide financial assistance to cover the deposits that private landlords require. The ‘Damage Deposit Bond Scheme’ was set up in April 2009 to do this, replacing the previous ‘Rent Assistance Scheme’ which was in place since 2007. As opposed to the Rent Assistance Scheme, which used cash payments to cover the deposit and often the first months rent in order to secure a private sector tenancy, the Damage Deposit Bond Scheme provides private landlords with a paper bond in place of a cash deposit. This paper bond underwrites a deposit up to a maximum value which could be payable by Kettering Borough Council should a private landlord need to claim for damage caused to a property upon the tenancy ending.

The Damage Deposit Bond Scheme avoids the need for cash up front. Households who are assisted through the scheme are required to save money throughout their private sector tenancy so that eventually the deposit will no longer be underwritten by the bond but instead will be covered by the household’s own money.

The Heriot-Watt University published research in 2007 that demonstrated the cost to the public purse of providing temporary accommodation and the re-housing afterwards amounts to on average £5,300 per case per case. When evaluating homeless prevention tools they reported that the costs of Damage Deposit Bond and similar schemes were estimated to be 8.5 times less than the costs of providing accommodation under the main homelessness duty. During 2011/12, we prevented the homelessness of 45 households by helping them to access privately rented homes through the Damage Deposit Bond Scheme.
The Localism Act 2011 introduced major reforms to homelessness legislation to enable local authorities to discharge their main homeless duty to homeless households by securing them suitable accommodation in the private rented sector. A household accepted by the local authority as Statutorily Homeless will no longer be able to reject a suitable offer of accommodation in the private rented sector. It is therefore imperative that sufficient funds are available to continue with successful schemes such as the Damage Deposit Bond Scheme if we are to take advantage of the opportunities presented by the legislative reforms. Building on the work undertaken by the Landlord Liaison Officer will also enable us to take advantage of these changes, increasing the use of the private rented sector, alleviating some of the pressure on social housing and reducing the amount of privately owned empty properties. 
From November 2012, we will seek to secure privately rented accommodation for all households who are accepted as Statutorily Homeless where this is considered appropriate. For this to be possible, available decent homes to rent must be identified, further highlighting the importance of roles such as the LLO. Work will also need to continue to bring those empty properties not considered to be decent up to standard so that they may be available for statutorily homeless households.

Improved Performance (LPI 64: Number of Empty Homes Brought Back into Use)

Our performance against LPI 64 (formerly BVPI 64) improved significantly during the period of the last Empty Property Strategy. The number of homes brought back into use increased from just 7 in 2006/07 to 202 in 2007/08. 

	Year
	Number of Empty Homes

	2006/07
	7

	2007/08
	202

	2008/09
	151

	2009/10
	73

	2010/11
	33

	2011/12
	48


The improved performance in this area was the direct result of the work to increase access to the private rented sector for housing customers. Homes let through the Rent Assistance Scheme and those let as a result of landlords advertising vacancies on Keyways are counted within this performance indicator. The numbers of empty homes returned to use has fallen sharply however since 2008 as a result of reductions in funding for the Rent Assistance Scheme. 

When the Rent Assistance Scheme was launched in 2007, we were able to provide a loan to customers to cover the deposit and the first month’s rent for a privately rented property. By 2009/10 we were only able to provide a ‘Damage Deposit Bond’; a time limited agreement between the Council and a private landlord which says we will pay the costs of damage to the property, up to the value of the bond (usually equivalent to one month’s rent), if the tenant leaves during the set time period (usually six to twelve months). Fewer landlords are willing to accept tenants without cash deposits and rent in advance and this has limited the pool of available properties for customers. Work will continue over the period of this strategy to consider how the number of landlords letting their vacant homes via the Council can be increased with limited resources. Providing incentives for private landlords who let their properties via the Council and the additional resource of a Landlord Liaison Officer will be important in this work. More detail can be found in the Action Plan in section 11. 

The empty homes that are returned to use through Housing Options and prevention work are typically transactional empty homes that will usually have been empty for less than 12 months. Whilst it is crucial that we continue to bring this type of empty property back into use, further work and resources are needed to enable us to tackle the long-term problematic empty homes that blight neighbourhoods.
8. Schemes and Incentives
Local Council Tax Support Scheme
From April 2013, the Government has announced that Council Tax Benefit (CTB) in its current form will no longer exist. Instead Councils will need to operate a Local Council Tax Support Scheme (CTS). The amount of financial grant the Council will receive from the Government to fund such a scheme will be approximately 15% less than it has historically cost. The requirements for the CTS scheme are set out in the Local Government Finance Bill. The new scheme will be designed to meet the needs of the local area and Local Authorities are allowed to decide the rules for their own CTS. The Council will be expected to have a local scheme in place by 31st January 2013.

At the time of writing, Kettering Borough Council are consulting on their proposed changes. The preferred scheme would involve reductions and removals of Council Tax discounts and exemptions as well as specific scheme changes. With regards to discounts and exemptions, these would be reduced or removed as far as possible. This would create additional income that could help reduce the funding gap created by the reduction in the Government’s funding for the scheme. These changes would have a direct impact on owners who have empty homes. The table below provides further details of how this is proposed to operate.
	
	Exemption/ Discount
	Council Tax paid under Current Scheme
	Council Tax to be paid under Proposed Scheme

	a
	Second Homes
A furnished property where either the owner has a main home elsewhere or it has been left empty

	90%
	Normal (100%)

	b
	Uninhabitable (Class A)
Empty properties requiring or undergoing major repair work

	None for a year.
Then normal (100%)
	Normal (100%)

	c
	New, Empty & Unfurnished Properties (Class C)
Any unfurnished and unoccupied property

	None for six months.
Then normal (100%)
	Normal (100%)

	d
	Repossessed Properties (Class L)

Properties repossessed by banks or building societies

	None indefinitely
	Normal (100%)

	e
	Long Term Empty Homes

Any unoccupied and unfurnished property that have been empty for two years

	Normal (100%)
	After 2 years of being empty – 150%


As presented in the table, empty homes including ‘uninhabitable’ empties or repossessed properties receive Council Tax discounts or exemptions under the current scheme. It is proposed that these discounts and exemptions will be removed, with owners of all types of empty homes being required to pay the full 100% of Council Tax. Long Term Empty Homes will have their Council Tax liability raised after two years of being empty, to 150%.
It is difficult to predict at this stage the extent of the impact this will have on empty homes, though clearly the removal of exemptions and reductions of Council Tax for empty homes will incentivise owners of these properties to bring them back into use quickly. 
Decent Homes Grant
Our Decent Homes Grant offers financial assistance of up to £5,000 in cases where work is required on an empty home to make it decent and safe to live in. 
Empty home owners must be in a position to match-fund any grant assistance and obtain three competitive quotations from suitable contractors for any grant funded works. The empty home owner must agree that once the works are completed and the property is of a decent standard, it must be let to households from our housing register for a minimum of three years. This may include using our Management Service, a scheme managed by our Landlord Liaison Officer (LLO). Through this service the LLO would identify a household in need of housing, let the property and continue to provide management of the tenancy.

Any Decent Homes Grant is limited to a maximum of £5,000 per property and landlords are expected to contribute 50% towards the overall cost of the work.
New Homes Bonus

The New Homes Bonus is an incentive whereby the Government provides additional funding or a 'bonus' for each new home built or long-term empty property brought back into use. 
The Bonus is equal to the national average for the Council Tax band on each property built or brought back into use and is paid for the following six years as an unringfenced grant. Currently, the amount of grant received from an additional Council Tax band D property is on average £1,439 per annum or £8,634 over six years, and the grant relating to an additional band E property is on average £1,759 per annum or £10,553 over six years (national figures). This will be reviewed if council taxes rise. To be eligible for the New Homes Bonus, empty properties must have been empty for at least the last 6 months.
9.
Empty Homes Toolkit 
There are many varied and complex reasons for homes being left empty. It is therefore important for Councils to have a range of tools to help to bring those homes back into use. The individual circumstances that surround each empty home will determine what the most appropriate approach is to take. 

The table below provides some information about the many tools and techniques that can be used to help to bring empty homes back into use. We will always use techniques involving negotiation with the owner of an empty home in the first instance. Enforcement action is always the last resort and is only considered where an owner will not co-operate with us. 

	Advice and Assistance Tools

	Negotiation with the owner

	It is often the case that simple negotiation and discussion with the owner of an empty home is enough to persuade them to bring the property back into use. 

The first action we will take when an empty home is reported to us is to write a polite letter to the owner which asks them to contact us to discuss the reasons why the property is empty and what their intentions are for that home. In many cases the owner will contact us and is able to provide information that satisfies us that the home will be brought back into use within a reasonable amount of time. We regularly monitor those homes and will stay in contact with the person who reported it. 

Where we are not satisfied that the owner will be able, or willing, to bring the home back into use themselves we will begin to consider other options.  



	Information/assistance for owner

	Where the owner feels unable, to bring the empty home back into use themselves we will try to provide information and assistance to them. 

Information might include details of any of the other advice and assistance tools below and how they might help. 

The owner may have inherited the property and is unsure of how to go about marketing and selling the property, so information can be provided to explain the process and explain all the possible options.

If the owner intends to refurbish the property and sell it we can provide information about the reductions in VAT that are available for empty homes refurbishment. 
If an owner wishes to let their property, but is unsure of how to do it, we would provide information to assist them.

	EMLAS accreditation and Keyways

	For owners who want to provide their property for rent, we can help them to find tenants through our Choice Based Lettings scheme, Keyways. The landlord must be accredited with EMLAS (the East Midlands Landlord Accreditation Scheme) but once this has been done, vacant properties can be advertised for free through the system and will be available for anyone on our housing register. 



	Landlord Liaison Officer (LLO)

	This is a fixed-term post until June 2014. This officer works on expanding the private rented sector options that are available for people on our waiting list. This includes working more closely with landlords, providing assistance and incentivising landlords to let their properties through the Council. 
The LLO will also be offering tenant finder services and management services to private landlords. With the management service, the LLO will find a tenant for the landlord, set up the tenancy and continue to provide management of that tenancy. This service takes huge pressure off the landlord and means that any landlord taking the management service option does not have to be involved with the day-to-day management of the tenancy. It is hoped that some landlords with empty properties may wish to take up this option as it is an excellent option for those landlords with little housing experience or knowledge of letting property or managing tenancies.

It is unlikely that this post will help to tackle the problematic empty homes in the borough but it will mean that we are able to take a more proactive approach to linking with the private rented sector and this will help to make sure many transactional empty properties are returned to use quickly. 



	Grant assistance

	Empty property owners are eligible to apply for Decent Homes Grant of up to £5,000 if they are able to match fund the assistance and are prepared to sign up to three year's tenant nomination rights or a three year lease agreement with the Council. The Landlord Liaison Officer will work with the landlord in these circumstances to talk through the process of applying for a grant, completing any work on the property that is needed and then finding a suitable tenant and managing the tenancy.
To be eligible for this grant assistance the owner must become a member of the East Midlands Landlord Accreditation Scheme (EMLAS) and must be over 18. The property must be a Council Tax band A or B property, built before 1980 and must not be subject to recovery procedures for monies due to the Council. 



	Housing Association purchase of property

	Housing Associations may be able to purchase empty properties to convert them into affordable housing. The Homes and Communities Agency has pledged £100m of funding to tackling empty homes. 

This option is possible where the owner consents to the purchase but could also be used in the event of a Compulsory Purchase. 


	Enforcement Tools

	Enforcement under planning law-

Section 215 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990 or Sections 76-79 of the Building Act 1984.

	Section 215 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990 gives us powers to require owners of land or buildings to carry out remedial works when its condition is having a negative impact on the visual appearance of the area. The scope of works that can be required under s.215 are wide ranging and can include tidying, clearance, planting, demolition, re-building, external repairs and repainting. If the owner does not carry out the required work, the Council has the power to undertake the work ‘in default’ which means we will complete the required work on their behalf and recharge them the costs of the work. 

Sections 76-79 of the Building Act 1984 work in very much the same way, but deal with buildings or structures which are likely to cause damage to the neighbourhood or are a ‘nuisance’. Under this law we can require the owner to carry out repairs or even demolish the building in rare circumstances. We may be able to carry out work ‘in default’ if the owner does not co-operate. 



	Enforcement under Environmental Health law-

s.29 Local Government and Misc. Provisions Act 1982 or Ss. 79-82 Environmental Protection Act 1990

	Section 29 of the Local Government and Miscellaneous Provisions Act 1982 gives us the power to be able to carry out work to a property that will prevent unauthorised entry to it or stop it from becoming a public health risk. We can recharge the owner for the costs of this work. 

Sections 79-82 of the Environmental Protection Act deal with ‘statutory nuisance’. Where an empty property is deemed by an Environmental Health Officer to be causing a statutory nuisance, a notice can be served requiring the owner to take action to stop the nuisance occurring. If the owner fails to take the required action, the work can be carried out ‘in default’ and the costs of this reclaimed from the owner. 



	Enforced Sale

	An enforced sale is where a court judge orders the owner to sell the property so that a debt owed to the Council can be repaid from the sale money.

In order to enforce a sale in this way, there must be a charge, registered with the Land Registry, against the property. Works in default by Planning, Environmental Health or Housing Teams can be charged against the property. Council Tax debts can also be secured against the property once a ‘charging order’ is sought from the Courts. 

Enforced sale is not considered in law to be an empty property tool. The purpose of this action is to recover debts owed to us. This method has, however, proved to be the most effective way to get problematic empty properties returned to use whilst recovering any costs involved in taking this action. The Empty Property Steering Group has been able to enforce the sale of two long-term, problematic empty properties and the threat of this action lead to one more being sold voluntarily. 

This action cannot be used where there is no debt charged against the property or where the owner decides to pay the costs of any work carried out and clears the debt.    



	Empty Dwelling Management Order (EDMO)

	Empty Dwelling Management Orders (EDMOs) were introduced under the Housing Act 2004. Councils can apply to take over the management of a property, carry out works if required and then rent it out. Management and any refurbishment costs can be reclaimed from the rental income with the rest going to the owner.

There are few local authorities that have been successful in using this tool. The legal process required to secure an EDMO is often a barrier. EDMOs are best suited to properties that are in a reasonable condition as extensive works to a property could render the rent unaffordable for future tenants. 

The Government announced in January 2011 that they will introduce further safeguards to restrict the use of EDMOs. An EDMO will now only be considered where a property has become a magnet for vandalism, squatters or other anti-social behaviour and they will have had to have been empty for at least two years. The properties that are likely to meet these new criteria are likely to be in a very poor state of repair, making an EDMO a costly option. 

Kettering Borough Council has never made use of an EDMO. We will continue to consider them when deciding on the most appropriate action for empty homes but the further restrictions on this tool mean it is unlikely that they will be a viable option in most cases.  



	Compulsory Purchase Order (CPO)

	Compulsory Purchase Orders should only be used as a last resort where all other attempts to bring a property back into use have failed. 

A Compulsory Purchase Order is carried out under Section 17 of the Housing Act 1985 (as amended). This Act gives us the power to take over land, houses or other properties to increase the number of houses available or improve the quality of the housing stock in the borough. The main uses of this power are to get land for housing. This includes bringing empty properties back into use as homes. Once the empty home has been purchased, the Council could then sell it to a private developer, sell it on the open market or at auction to a private individual or sell it to a Housing Association. Applications for CPOs are considered by a Government Minister who will accept, amend or reject the application for an order. 

We have never used this option for empty homes due to limited resources. We must pay the market value for the property and the owner could be entitled to various types of compensation, depending on the circumstances. Although most of the costs of the purchase can be recovered once the property is sold on, the money to purchase the property must be available up front to pay the owner. 

The owner may also object to the order meaning that a public enquiry will be necessary. If the application for the order is then unsuccessful, we must pay the costs of holding the enquiry.




10.
Resources to Deliver the Strategy

The available resources to deliver the strategy are extremely limited. 
The Council has no specific budget available to tackle empty homes so, where action is taken, funding is sourced from various budgets, depending on the action. 

Below is a list of the resources that are available to carry out empty homes work:

	Resource
	Timescale
	How can this resource be used?

	Local Authority Social Housing Grant (£105,000)
	(2012/13 budget)

Budget may not be available in future years.
	This budget is for providing additional affordable housing in the borough. It can be used to ‘top up’ grant to a Housing Association if they purchase an empty property and convert it into an affordable home. This is an expensive development option for Housing Associations, compared with new build development, so the opportunities are limited for this type of purchase. This option also depends on a co-operative empty home owner who is realistic about the value of a property, unless the property can be Compulsorily Purchased (further information on Compulsory Purchases can be found on page 23). 
In 2012 we began work with East Midlands Housing Association to bring some of the boroughs long term empty homes back into use. We are looking to contribute £55,000 towards the purchase and repair of two long term empty homes. Negotiations with owners will continue in 2013 and the total project costs are estimated at £203,000. EMHA are looking at a purchase and repair model where homes will be used for social rent for 10 years before being sold. Once the properties are sold the grant we have paid will be recycled back to the Council.

	Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) funding - £100m committed by Government to tackling empty homes

	2011-2015 Affordable Homes Programme
East Midlands Housing Association and Spire Homes placed bids for funding in North Northamptonshire in 2012 but neither bid was successful.

Therefore no funding has been secured for Kettering or North Northamptonshire.
	The HCA provides funding for new affordable housing via Housing Associations. £100m of the 2011-2015 Affordable Homes Programme was set aside to tackle long-term empty properties which would not come back into use without additional financial intervention. This money was included in the bids that Housing Associations make to the HCA for funding for the 2011-15 period. Housing Associations provided an estimate of the number of new properties they will provide by refurbishing empty homes during 2011-2015. The limitations of this approach are as above. Where Housing Associations are able to purchase homes, this will either require the co-operation of the owner or the use of an enforcement tool such as a Compulsory Purchase Order. The funding has generally gone to regeneration areas, which contain many empty properties, rather than individual properties, as it provides better value for money in return for the grant. No funding was secured for the Kettering area.

	Homelessness Prevention Grant

(£40,000)
	2012/13 budget

	This grant can be used to carry out the type of homelessness prevention work that can lead to empty homes being returned to use. For example, underwriting the Damage Deposit Bond Scheme. We are unable to use it to take direct action to tackle an empty property. 

	Decent Homes Grants
(£242,000)
	2012/13

	The purpose of the Decent Homes Grant is to provide grant assistance that will afford some safety net protection to vulnerable residents living in non decent homes.

Empty property owners are also eligible to apply for a Decent Homes Grant from the same funding if they are prepared to sign up to three year's tenant nomination rights or lease agreement with the Council.

The owner must become a member of the East Midlands Landlord Accreditation Scheme (EMLAS) and must be over 18. The property must be a Council Tax band A or B property, built before 1980 and must not be subject to recovery procedures for monies due to the Council. 

Any Decent Homes Grant is limited to a maximum of £5,000 per property and landlords are expected to contribute 50% towards the overall cost of the work.

	Planning enforcement and works in default.
	2012-15
	The Planning Team are able to take action against owners of untidy land (Section 215 action), which can sometimes include empty homes, where there is substantial harm to amenity. This would primarily involve serving notices requiring the owner to carry out some remedial work to tidy the site/building. In cases where the owner does not carry out such works we are then carry out the works ourselves in default. These works are only minimal works necessary to remedy the harm to visual amenity.

The budget for such works in default is taken from the general Development Control Services budget. The expenditure per year on S215 is relatively small.



	Environmental Health enforcement and works in default.
	2012-15
	As with the planning enforcement budget we do not have a specific budget for Environmental health enforcement and works in default, though if a property is insecure as to allow unlawful entry we are able to serve notice on the owner to secure it. If the owner then fails to complete the works we are able secure the property in default and if necessary put a charge on the property to recover the costs.



	Private Sector Housing Team enforcement and works in default
	2012-15
	Under the Housing Act 2004 the Private Sector Housing Team are able to take action against landlords or tenants whose homes contain hazards as defined in the Housing Health and Safety Rating System.
In a small number of cases where landlords fail to comply with notices, enforcement action will continue which can include carrying out works in default, though there is no specific budget allocated for this purpose.

	Officer Time
	2012-2015
	The Empty Property Steering Group will continue during the period of this strategy. Work will also continue to improve access to private rented housing for those on the Council’s waiting list. This will involve the Housing Strategy and Options team, Housing Benefit and the Private Sector Housing team. The Landlord Liaison Officer also now has a key role in improving access to the private rented sector.


11.
Empty Homes Action Plan 2012-2015
Our action plan focuses on achieving the six objectives that have been identified as a priority for 2012-2015.  These objectives will allow us to continue the proactive work that has taken place to bring transactional empty properties back into use but also focus more attention on the long-term problematic empty properties that are a nightmare for neighbourhoods. 
	Action
	Timescale

	1.  Identify long-term, problematic empty homes and improve the way that they are monitored

	a)  Regularly monitor Council Tax data to identify long-term empty homes that may become problematic
	Ongoing-
Housing Strategy

	b)  Investigate and respond to complaints or reports of empty homes from members of the public 
	Ongoing-
Empty Property Steering Group officers

	c)  Introduce a case management system for the monitoring of empty homes that are reported. This will enable officers to update actions and progress of empty homes in a co-ordinated, joined up way.
	2013-2014
Housing Strategy



	d)  Raise awareness of empty homes work within the Council so that information can be gathered from officers that regularly spend time within neighbourhoods
	Ongoing

	2.  Continue work to bring long-term, problematic empty properties back into use, taking enforcement action where necessary

	a)  Continue to hold quarterly meetings of the Empty Property Steering Group which will monitor very problematic empty properties
	Quarterly 

2012-2015
Co-ordinated by Housing Strategy

	b)  Review all empty homes being considered by the steering group to decide possible actions or highlight where lack of resources is preventing further work from being undertaken
	2013
Empty Property Steering Group

	c)  Review use of enforcement tools and consider whether all tools are being maximised in the way they are currently used
	2013
Empty Property Steering Group 

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

	a)  Produce information leaflets for owners of empty homes that can be sent out with friendly letters or other communication
	2013
Housing Strategy

	b)  Consider whether resources could be shared to send information to owners or gather information about the reasons for properties remaining empty. For example, send out information or questionnaires with Council Tax correspondence 

	2012-13
Housing Strategy/Council Tax

	c)  Promote Keyways, EMLAS and services of the Landlord Liaison Officer to landlords and those considering becoming landlords 

	2012-13
Landlord Liaison Officer/Housing Strategy and Options

	d)  Promote Private Sector Housing grants which could be used more for some empty properties.
	2012-13 Landlord Liaison Officer/ Private Sector Housing Team


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

	a)  Investigate whether partner Housing Associations are able to target some development work during 2012-15 towards purchasing empty properties
	2012-13
Housing Strategy

	b)  Continue work linking homelessness prevention work with empty homes work e.g. the Damage Deposit Bond Scheme, EMLAS, Keyways and the Landlord Liaison Officer 
	Ongoing

Housing Options and Strategy

	c)  Ensure that feedback is gathered from private sector landlords using the above incentives so that properties returned to use are recorded against LPI 64
	Ongoing

Landlord Liaison Officer/Housing Strategy/ Private Sector Housing Team

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

	a)  Maximise the use of Homes and Communities Agency funding for empty homes through Housing Association partners
	Ongoing

Housing Strategy

	b)  Bid for any Government funding which may be made available for empty homes work 
	Ongoing as opportunities arise
Housing Strategy

	c)  Continue to consider ways to share resources for empty homes work, e.g. using tracing agents’ free services to trace owners or getting advice from other Councils who have more experience of empty homes work
	Ongoing

	6.  Promote the benefits of turning empty properties back into homes and publicising our successes

	a)  Use case studies to show the public empty homes successes and send a message to owners of empty properties, through the media, website etc. 
	Ongoing

	b)  Raise awareness of the importance of tackling empty homes both within the Council and externally to attract resources
	Ongoing


Appendix A: Case Study
	Case Study: Working in partnership with Rockingham Forest Housing Association to bring empty homes back into use December 2011

	Kettering Borough Council and Rockingham Forest Housing Association worked in partnership to turn three empty houses in to homes available for social rent.
The £345k project was funded by Rockingham Forest and supported by grant funding of £183k from Kettering Borough Council.  Without the support of the Council the project would not have been financially viable, especially the refurbishment of a property at 33 Grange Road, which was in a semi derelict state and has now been transformed into a comfortable family home.  The grant also meant that the properties could become available for social rent, providing much needed accommodation for families waiting for a home on Keyways.


Rosemarie Anderson, Chief Executive of Rockingham Forest Housing Association, said;
"This is an excellent example of how partnership working can deliver something that really changes peoples” lives. Three families in Kettering will get a new affordable home for Christmas which must be one of the best presents possible."
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