	South East London Housing Partnership

Empty Homes Group
Minutes

Wednesday 21st January 2009

	Chair
	Dave Shiress,  SELHP
	Location
	Hyde Housing Association

Lewisham Office

181 Lewisham High Street, SE13

	Attendees
	Dianne Blazer, LB Bexley; Carly May, LB Bexley: Steve Habgood, LB Bromley; Ros Gill, LB Greenwich; Janice Chard, LB Greenwich; Steve Whiting, LB Lewisham; Nick Long, LB Lewisham; Michelle Williams, LB Southwark; Celia Esimaje, LB Southwark; Tracy Harrington, Hyde HA; Roy Fabri, Hyde HA; Dave Shiress, SELHP; Kirsten Firth, SELHP

	Apologies
	 Brian Hallam, AmicusHorizon

	

	1.
	Introductions and apologies
	Action

	2.
	Minutes and matters arising from meeting 13 November 2008

EHA website, reportemptyhomes.com – Bromley, Greenwich and Bexley had several properties posted on the website which were not empty.  EHA had been informed, boroughs not sure if these properties have been removed from website.
Southwark had several council-owned properties posted.  This meant investigating who in the borough was responsible, which was time-consuming, and it was thought that the “name & shame” factor of being posted on the website would not succeed in bringing forward action on these council properties.
Lewisham had posted several properties themselves, they are then able to provide updates on progress.  If the council received any general or FOI enquiries from the public or developers, they would then be able to refer them to the EHA website.  
Action – boroughs check if inaccurate property details have been removed from website
- copy any correspondence with EHA on inaccurate property postings to Kirsten
- check if other sub-regions / boroughs are having similar problems 

Manchester enforced sale guideline – Manchester CC has published guidelines on enforced sale which cost £300. It was agreed not to purchase the guidance.  However it was worth looking at the Manchester CC Empty Property website pages as a good example of information for the public - see link: 
        http://www.manchester.gov.uk/site/scripts/documents.php?categoryID=200077
Managing agent for EDMOs and IMOs – Nick reported that procurement was progressing well.  The East London-led group hoped to appoint 4 agents – 2 who would work south of the river – to act as managing agents for EDMOs, IMOs, FMOs; there would also be a leasing option.  Boroughs would then be able to contact Cyril Sweett to engage the agents.  The contract should be ready in April 09.  
	Boroughs

Boroughs

Kirsten

	3.
	Progress Reports

Bexley – are having success with enforcement work.  They have added some new types of grant for different situations, and also looking at providing different kinds of incentives to landlords to let property to council nominees.  Hyde has started to work in Bexley on TSHG schemes, which gives more flexibility.  They are exploring CPOs with their legal team.  They have presented information on the empty homes programme to Members at the Housing and Regeneration committee, who were very interested.  The Scrutiny Panel (which includes a landlord representative) will report on empty properties to Members in April 09.
  

Bromley – Sarah Mahoney is leaving Empty Property work, but will continue to work on EDMOs.  The borough is currently recruiting 2 job-share officers to replace her.  Bromley obtained an interim EDMO in November, and have 3 more EDMOs ready to go, and Members have been interested.  Since November they have made numerous visits to the EDMO property but still had no response from the owner.  Works are estimated to cost £40-£50k.  They have already spent around £2k on security and insurance, and have started a separate account for the property.  They are investigating whether the borough could start work on the property now (at the interim stage) and be able to charge for it, and whether they can place a specific financial charge on the property in order to secure costs.  Nick urged caution with this approach, as the interim period is intended for working together with the owner.   
Where practice shows up problems with the regulations on EDMOs (like this) or where existing guidance is not clear, it would be possible to work with CLG on proposals to improve the regulations.

Action: Note the EHA EDMO group continues to meet, with Nick chairing – contact Nick for details.

Bromley has had many enquiries and requests for grant, regarding properties that have not been empty for very long, but cannot be sold, and require some works in order to rent.  Southwark has a small discretionary interest-free loan (funded partly by SELHP and partly by the borough) for this kind of work.  The loan is to be repaid upon sale of the property.  Alternatively, the loan could be repaid from rental income, as in Bexley.  This kind of small loan might be “no strings attached”, ie the end use could be open market sale or rent rather than a borough nomination.  

Action: SELHP to clarify conditions for this kind of loan if SELHP funds are used.

Greenwich is also trying to recruit, and may consider using agency staff.  Ros is drafting an empty property policy to go to Members in March, and will then be drawing up procedures for all work.  

Lewisham – All last year’s empty properties have now been completed.  All this year’s initial SELHP funding has been allocated.  The borough’s Sustainability Committee report on empty properties has been released and is available on the council website. It recommends several measures, eg a bin survey; sharing of information across departments; funding for CPOs and EDMOs.  It will go to Cabinet for approval in late January, so they hope to have a budget for CPOs and EDMOs next year.

The Lewisham website has been updated with new photos.

A stock condition survey next year will include a theme on empty properties.
 

Southwark – Some properties have fallen out of their programme recently because of the credit crunch.  549 Lordship Lane will go to committee next week.  There has been a FOI request on it.


AmicusHorizon have come out of supervision.

Hyde – Hyde have TSHG funding in 2008-9 for 120 improved properties (ie ready to let), and have only 9 left to find by the end of March.  They have TSHG funding for 36 unimproved properties, of which 8 remain to be found.   The funding covers works and management.  

However, there are a number of properties which require extensive works, which are not financially viable even with the TSHG funding – the rental income for the landlord would be too low. Therefore, SELHP was asked if some SELHP grant could be added to the TSHG to bring properties up to standard and allow them to be rented.  At present, this can be done, but the SELHP grant must go to the owner, not directly to the RSL.  Dave Shiress answered that from April 09 there would be more flexibility to use SELHP grant alongside TSHG, and SELHP would favour this especially for long-term empty properties.  

Boroughs asked Tracy if some properties that come to the council’s attention could be referred to Hyde for their TSHG programme.  Tracy replied that TSHG properties must have been empty for at least 6 months, but as the process of arranging works takes some months, the property could be empty for less than 6 months at the point of application.  TSHG properties are subject to a 7-year lease.
	All

Kirsten



	4.
	2008-09 grants programme – monitoring and review

It was agreed that the 2006-8 programme was now closed.  So far 148 properties have been completed, exceeding our target of 140.  Any underspend from this programme remaining after existing commitments are met, could be brought forward and used for other programmes, eg Decent Homes for Vulnerable People and Handypersons (to be agreed by SELHP Private Sector Group).  

Action: boroughs to put in claims to SELHP for any remaining properties from the 2006-8 programme as soon as possible 
	Boroughs

	5.
	2009-11 grants programme – update

· SELHP Members Group report on grant levels

· Criteria for large grants
The group discussed the draft proposals for criteria for the new large grants for 2009-11.

· Small grants  - change this from “help to sell” to “help to occupy” to reflect the current housing market..  This could include carpets, curtains, new boilers, clearing rubbish, etc.  Properties would have to be empty for 6 months or more.  There would be local discretion on occupation – it could be “no strings attached”, ie no nomination, just to be brought back into use whether through sale or rent.  There would need to be some mechanism to inform the borough that the property was being rented.

· Add £4k energy efficiency grant for works over and above general insulation and central heating.  A list is needed of eligible works.

· It was agreed that the maximum grant should be £50k per unit, (not per property eg where a single property is converted into 2 or more units). Part of this could be a loan rather than grant.  A scoring system (the pan-London priority assessment being developed for the empty property audit) would be used to prioritise properties for grants over £15k.

· Bedsits (and studio flats?) would only be eligible for £5k grant regardless of whether they are dilapidated or listed.

· Any request for funding outside these criteria should be brought to the SELHP Empty Property group for agreement.   This could be done at the meeting or by e-mail.

· This would require formalising the Terms of Reference of the Empty Property Group.

· Loans to be kept at £20k

· It might be worth re-visiting the large renovation grants of the 1990s for some more ideas

· A further draft of grant criteria to be circulated by email to the group for comment.
	Kirsten

Kirsten

	6.
	SELHP work plan 2009-10 – borough priorities on empty homes

This item was deferred, to be circulated and discussed by e-mail.
	Kirsten

	7.
	GLA proposals for empty property audit

Celia and Kirsten will attend a GLA meeting to firm up some aspects of the proposed audit of empty properties.  Queries:  How will the audit / survey identify empty flats?  How can the data be made reliable and sound?  How to prioritise the worst properties?  

It was suggested that we should try to minimise the additional work required of boroughs, that we could use existing data bases where these were up to date, and that we could easily report on properties that have actually been brought back into use – an incremental approach.
	

	8.
	Review of SELHP Design Guide re affordable warmth 

This item was deferred, to be circulated and discussed by e-mail
	Kirsten

	9.
	AOB
	

	10.
	Date and items for next meeting

· Next meeting – Wednesday 18th March, 10am – 12.30pm at Stopford Rd offices, Southwark
· Meeting dates for 2009 will be circulated
	


