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Summary

The 5 South East London boroughs carried out an audit of all private sector empty homes in their areas over the summer of 2010, part of the London-wide empty property audit initiated by the GLA.  Borough Empty Property Officers are now taking action to bring these properties back into use through offering advice, loans and grants, and in some cases enforcement action.   
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Background

The Mayor’s housing strategy 2010 contained a commitment to carry out an audit of empty properties in London.  The objective of the audit was to enable London boroughs to develop a more robust record of private properties vacant for more than 12 months, in order to:  

· help to make the case for investment in London; 

· enhance understanding of the scale and nature of the problem; and 

· ensure more appropriate targeting and prioritisation of resources to tackle empty homes.

Timescale – the audit was carried out over the summer of 2010.  Data held at 31st October 2010 was reported to GLA by the deadline of the end of December 2010.
Funding – In South East London sub-region, £60,000 was made available from the sub-regional Targeted Funding Stream funding for empty properties.  This was used for officer overtime, mileage, and some equipment such as an extension to a database.
Methodology - Officers obtained a list of properties empty for more than 12 months from Council Tax departments, then cross-checked these against other sources of information such as their own empty property databases, records of listed properties, and the electoral roll.  Google StreetView was used to get an idea of the condition of the properties, and other desk-based information (eg properties in conservation areas) was added.   Empty property officers then visited properties on the revised list, and checked occupancy, condition, size and type, and took a photo of every property (checklist attached at Appendix 1).  The surveys were carried out by empty property officers from the boroughs. 
Reporting - The GLA will report on the audit in the London Plan Annual Monitoring Report in February 2011.  
Findings of the audit in South-East London
A summary of findings in each SE London borough is attached (Appendix 2).  
Number of properties visited

In the 5 boroughs, officers visited 3,013 properties and found 2,035 of them to be private sector dwellings empty for more than 12 months.  53 were empty RSL properties and 107 were ‘other public sector’ empties.  The proportion of empty private properties varied from 0.36% to 0.94%.
	Empty Property Survey – properties visited
	
	
	

	 
	Bexley
	Bromley
	Greenwich
	Lewisham
	Southwark

	Dwellings visited (CT records empty >12 months)
	752
	576
	562
	510
	603

	Private dwellings found to be empty > 12 months
	438
	412
	326
	271
	588

	Total dwellings in borough
	94,915
	134,739
	102,815
	116,904
	126,529

	Total private dwellings in borough
	80,630
	114,950
	71,560
	75,800
	62,430

	% private dwellings empty > 12 months
	0.54%
	0.36%
	0.46%
	0.36%
	0.94%


Size of properties
The majority of the empty properties (75%) were 2- and 3-bedrooms, but over 12% had 4 or more bedrooms (some up to 10 bedrooms), indicating some potential for housing larger households and relieving overcrowding.
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Priority rating

Properties were assessed against a range of factors – length of time empty, condition of property, nuisance factor, and heritage value.  The factors were scored to give a priority rating of 1-5, with 5 being the worst. The same scoring system was used in all London boroughs.  A scoring sheet is attached for information (Appendix 1).

Most properties fell into the 1-3 priority bands (good to average) – these properties are in reasonable condition and may be brought back into use with fairly minimal assistance.  However there are also a substantial proportion in each borough (23% across the sub-region) in bands 4 and 5 (poor condition), some of which were derelict.  These would require substantial renovation and there are likely to be entrenched problems with the capacity or willingness of owners to carry out work.  
Some 'empty property hotspots' were identified, but the possible reasons for a concentration of empty properties varied : areas with higher concentrations of privately owned property; lots of flats over shops; reputation of area not attractive to rent in; predominately owner occupied and affluent part of the borough where people can afford to leave properties unoccupied.
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Length of time empty 

The majority of properties, as expected, were empty for between 1 and 3 years (60% across the sub-region).  15% of properties were empty for 3-5 years and 23% empty for more than 5 years.  The large number of properties empty for over 5 years suggests that, if properties are not brought back into use at an early stage (say within the first 2 years), there are likely to be entrenched problems which mean that they stay empty for a very long time - and meanwhile, the properties fall into disrepair and become more expensive to renovate. 
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Other issues arising from the audit

Accuracy of the audit

In South East London all property visits were undertaken by empty property officers, or by other in-house officers under their direct supervision.  We did not use external companies to survey the properties (as some other sub-regions did). Therefore we are very confident of the quality of the data collected, and there was a very low incidence of incomplete records or non-returned data.
However, there are some areas which are more difficult to get accurate information on – the number of bedrooms may have to be deduced from the look of the property; and it can be more difficult to gain access to inspect empty properties in blocks of flats. The 'hidden empties' remain difficult to identify even with a visit - these are well maintained and look occupied, but are actually empty.  The audit was carried out over 3 or 4 months in the summer of 2010, and clearly some properties are reoccupied soon after the visit takes place.  
Making our data more useful
The audit was an opportunity to improve data held on empty properties in the councils and one borough took the opportunity to upgrade their existing property database to handle the new data.  All properties empty over 1 year now have a paper record and a photo showing the condition of the property, which can be used in advising other departments within the council or as a useful addition to casework on problematic properties.


Council Tax 

Council Tax data quickly becomes out of date as properties are reoccupied and there were a lot of abortive visits to properties that had recently been reoccupied.  Some boroughs found problems with time-lags in Council Tax information being updated, and in one borough up to 40% of visits were to properties which were now occupied.  

Where properties were found to be occupied, this information was referred back to Council Tax departments to assist with updating records and to ensure that Council Tax is fully claimed.  Most empty property officers already have good relationships with Council Tax colleagues and the audit has further encouraged information sharing and in some cases, joint visiting of empty properties.

Need to be pro-active

Some empty properties - ranging from the derelict to the immaculate - do not attract complaints from neighbours, and were not previously known to Empty Property Officers.  Neighbours may prefer a quiet life, or may have worries about potential new residents if the council gets involved. However, properties left empty for more than a year or so start to fall into disrepair and become more difficult and costly to renovate.  Empty Property Officers need to be pro-active to identify these properties, and the systematic data trawl and visiting schedule of the audit helped with this.

Taking action on empty properties
The audit helped to get an overview of empty properties in the boroughs and to assist officers to take strategic action. 

Many of the properties were undergoing repairs or being prepared for sale and clearly in these cases the market will be allowed to take its course.  Owners of properties in good or average condition (scoring 1 - 3) are being written to and offered a range of options to bring the property back into use, particularly renting through the council or our housing association partners. Properties in worse condition were mostly well known to officers already and a range of enforcement and negotiation is being undertaken.  
Officers will be taking action on properties in all priority rating bands. However, resources to tackle properties are limited (both in terms of officer time and available funding), so properties will be assessed to see if they are a viable proposition for the councils.

Ambassadors for the council

One of the benefits of visiting properties had been the opportunity for Empty Property Officers to talk to local residents – owners and neighbours – about what the council can do to help with empty properties, and for residents to voice any issues with the council.  

Updating the audit

The GLA’s original intention was that the audit should be regularly updated.  However the funding used for the audit – the Targeted Funding Stream – will not be continued after 2011. 

The audit took up large amounts of officer time during the summer of 2010 and this has led to a backlog of other regular empty property work.  It is perhaps more likely that the audit will be updated on an ad-hoc basis and we hope that the information-sharing established with Council Tax departments may continue.

GLA reporting on the audit
One of the original objectives of the audit was to help to make the case for investment in London, and we await information as to the GLA’s plans for using the data.
APPENDIX 1                   Empty Property Visiting Sheet         
	Address including postcode                                                            Borough                Ward


Date Visited: ………………
Time Visited: ………………
 Officer: ………………



Property reference …………………

Listed building  FORMCHECKBOX 
  

Conservation area   FORMCHECKBOX 


Length empty . . . . . . 

House  FORMCHECKBOX 
 
Converted flat  FORMCHECKBOX 

     Purpose built flat  FORMCHECKBOX 
    Flat above shop  FORMCHECKBOX 
    

Number of storeys in building?  ……  Number of flats in building?  ……  Which floor?  …...   

Number of bedrooms

Studio:   FORMCHECKBOX 

1B:   FORMCHECKBOX 

2B:   FORMCHECKBOX 

3B:   FORMCHECKBOX 
    4B or more:   FORMCHECKBOX 
  not known:   FORMCHECKBOX 
    

Visible signs of occupancy:
YES
 FORMCHECKBOX 

NO
 FORMCHECKBOX 

	Furnished                         Yes : FORMCHECKBOX 
     No:   FORMCHECKBOX 
  

Refuse bins used?           Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
     No:   FORMCHECKBOX 
  

Accumulation of post inside door? 

                                         Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
     No:   FORMCHECKBOX 
  

Accumulation of refuse?  Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
     No:   FORMCHECKBOX 
  

Overgrown garden, hedge,  

                                         Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
     No:   FORMCHECKBOX 
  

Leaves/rubbish on front path/area? 

                                         Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
     No:   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Front door/windows - damaged, open or insecure?                         Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
  No:   FORMCHECKBOX 
   

Access to rear insecure? Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
  No:   FORMCHECKBOX 

Any evidence of pests?   Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
   No:   FORMCHECKBOX 

Building work in progress? Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
  No:   FORMCHECKBOX 

Eyesore?                            Yes:  FORMCHECKBOX 
   No:  FORMCHECKBOX 

Disrepair?      Good  FORMCHECKBOX 
   Fair  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Poor     FORMCHECKBOX 



Estate Agents signs:


YES   FORMCHECKBOX 


NO  FORMCHECKBOX 

Provide information

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Spoke to neighbour/concierge:
YES
 FORMCHECKBOX 

NO   FORMCHECKBOX 


Questionnaire left?   FORMCHECKBOX 

Provide information

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Ownership information (circle):
Private

Council
RSL
Other public

Provide information

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Questionnaire left at empty property: Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

No  FORMCHECKBOX 

	Outcome:

EMPTY    FORMCHECKBOX 
             OCCUPIED    FORMCHECKBOX 
                FURTHER INVESTIGATION required  FORMCHECKBOX 
    


	Points Band:                1                 2                3                4                5

(please circle)

	Priority rating factors


	Factors that affect rating
	Points

	Void period

(Max 20 points)
	· Up to 12 months

· Up to three years

· Up to five years 

· Over five years


	 1

 5

10

20

	Condition of property

(Max 15 points)


	· Good

· Average

· Poor


	 0

 5

15

	Nuisance factor

(Max 20 points)


	· Property in prominent positions where they are seen by large numbers of people.

· Incidence of fly tipping, vandalism, arson, or other criminal activity

· Squatters

· Boarded up

· Complaints received


	 5

 5

 5

 5

 5

	Heritage Value

(max 15 points)


	· Listed building

· Building in conservation area


	10

 5










TOTAL POINTS     …………

	Points 0 – 4
	Points 5 – 19
	Points 20 – 39
	Points 30 - 39
	Over 40

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


Action:

Priority 1
Send grant pack

Priority 2
Send grant pack

Priority 3
Allocate to officer and arrange site meeting with owner

Priority 4
Priority vacant

Priority 5
Enforcement action

Other comments …......................................................................................................

………………………………………………………………………………………………….
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	Appendix
	2
	
	

	BEXLEY
	 
	Ownership
	 
	Status of property
	Heritage status
	Length of time empty
	Number of bedrooms
	Priority rating

	properties investigated
	752
	Private
	438
	empty
	490
	Listed building
	0
	1-3 years
	314
	1
	54
	1
	0

	 
	
	Council
	1
	occupied
	262
	 
	
	3-5 years
	82
	2
	177
	2
	268

	 Empty
	     490
	RSL
	51
	further
	
	conservation
	12
	over 5 yrs
	94
	3
	209
	3
	131

	 
	
	Other Public
	0
	investigation
	88
	area
	
	 
	
	4+
	50
	4
	58

	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	5
	33

	 
	 
	 
	490
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	490
	 
	490
	 
	490

	BROMLEY
	 
	Ownership
	 
	Status of property
	Heritage status
	Length of time empty
	Number of bedrooms
	Priority rating

	properties investigated
	576
	Private
	412
	Empty
	504
	Listed building
	1
	1-3 years
	393
	1
	74
	1
	57

	 
	
	Council
	7
	Occupied
	43
	 
	
	3-5 years
	62
	2
	272
	2
	268

	 Empty
	      504
	RSL
	41
	Further
	
	conservation
	
	over 5 yrs
	112
	3
	133
	3
	141

	 
	
	Other Public
	107
	Investigation
	23
	area
	155
	 
	
	4
	51
	4
	65

	 
	
	 
	
	n/a
	6
	 
	
	 
	 
	5+
	34
	5
	36

	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	n/a
	3
	
	

	 
	 
	 
	567
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	567
	 
	567
	 
	567

	GREENWICH
	Ownership
	 
	Status of property
	Heritage status
	Length of time empty
	Number of bedrooms
	Priority rating

	properties investigated
	562
	Private
	326
	empty
	326
	Listed building
	8
	1-3 years
	201
	1
	19
	1
	57

	 
	
	Council
	0
	occupied
	218
	 
	
	3-5 years
	76
	2
	80
	2
	202

	 Empty
	326
	RSL
	0
	further
	
	conservation
	49
	over 5 yrs
	49
	3
	109
	3
	45

	 
	
	Other Public
	0
	investigation
	67
	area
	
	 
	
	4
	6
	4
	13

	 
	
	 
	
	n/a
	40
	 
	
	 
	 
	5+
	5
	5
	9

	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	n/a
	107
	
	

	 
	 
	 
	326
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	326
	 
	326
	 
	326

	LEWISHAM
	Ownership
	 
	Status of property
	Heritage status
	Length of time empty
	Number of bedrooms
	Priority rating

	properties investigated
	520
	Private
	271
	empty
	271
	Listed building
	1
	1-3 years
	136
	1
	36
	1
	33

	 
	
	Council
	 
	occupied
	
	 
	
	3-5 years
	45
	2
	66
	2
	95

	 Empty
	271
	RSL
	 
	further
	
	conservation
	53
	over 5 yrs
	72
	3
	81
	3
	61

	 
	
	Other Public
	 
	investigation
	
	area
	
	n/a
	18
	4
	23
	4
	35

	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	 
	5+
	18
	5
	46

	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	n/a
	47
	n/a
	1

	 
	 
	 
	271
	 
	271
	 
	 
	 
	271
	 
	271
	 
	271

	SOUTHWARK
	Ownership
	 
	Status of property
	Heritage status
	Length of time empty
	Number of bedrooms
	Priority rating

	properties investigated
	805
	Private
	588
	empty
	603
	Listed building
	28
	1-3 years
	334
	1
	91
	1
	1

	 
	
	Council
	0
	occupied
	202
	 
	
	3-5 years
	52
	2
	282
	2
	118

	 Empty
	603
	RSL
	12
	further
	0
	conservation
	91
	over 5 yrs
	217
	3
	162
	3
	255

	 
	
	Other Public
	3
	investigation
	
	area
	
	 
	
	4
	38
	4
	139

	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	 
	5+
	30
	5
	90

	 
	 
	 
	603
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	603
	 
	603
	 
	603


Key findings of the audit





Officers visited 3,003 properties and found 2,035 of them to be private sector dwellings, empty for more than 12 months.�


The proportion of all private sector properties that were empty for more than 12 months varied from 0.36% in Bromley and Lewisham to 0.94% in Southwark.�


15% of the properties had been empty for between 3 and 5 years, and 23% for more than 5 years. The large number of properties empty for over 5 years suggests that, if properties are not brought back into use at an early stage, there are likely to be entrenched problems with the owner’s ability or willingness to use the property, and a cycle of disrepair, which makes it more difficult to bring them back into use.





Around 50 empty properties were uncovered which were not previously known to Empty Property Officers (less than 2% of the properties investigated).  Some of the previously unknown properties were obviously derelict but had not attracted any complaints from neighbours.�


75% of the properties had 2 or 3 bedrooms.  Over 12% had 4 or more bedrooms, indicating a potential for housing large households and relieving overcrowding, or alternatively as multi-occupancy dwellings (eg for people receiving single room rate LHA).�


23% of the properties were in priority bands 4 and 5 (poor condition, in a prominent position, and a nuisance to residents).  �


Boroughs are now taking action on properties in all priority bands.  Those in better condition are being offered advice and assistance with renting out and managing their properties, via the boroughs or housing association partners, and may be offered a grant or loan to assist with refurbishment.  Those in poor condition are being tackled through negotiation and enforcement action.�












