	South East London Housing Partnership

Empty Homes Group
Minutes

Wednesday 20th May

	Chair
	Dave Shiress, SELHP
	Location
	LB Southwark offices

160 Tooley Street

London SE1 2TZ

	

	1.
	Present

Brian Hallam, AmicusHorizon; Roy Fabri, Hyde HA; Emily Craggs, LB Bromley; Ros Gill, LB Greenwich; Celia Esimaje, LB Southwark; Burak Cetindag, LB Southwark; Michelle Williams, LB Southwark; Nick Long, LB Lewisham; Steve Habgood, LB Bromley; Kirsten Firth, SELHP; Dave Shiress, SELHP (Chair)

Apologies - Steve Whiting, LB Lewisham; Carly May, LB Bexley; Tracy Harrington, Hyde HA; Janice Chard, LB Greenwich


	Action

	2.
	Architect in the Empty House - Stephen Donald Architects Ltd

Stephen Donald and Zac Marshall of Stephen Donald Architects Ltd attended the meeting to present their initiative to provide an hour’s architectural advice to empty property owners for free, in exchange for a donation to the Empty Homes Agency.  The service would include providing a range of information from internet sources, an hour’s visit to the property, a photographic survey, notes, floorplans, making an assessment of the cost of refurbishment, and a fee schedule, all of which would be provided to the owner, and could also be copied to the local authority. The service is provided without obligation but the architects could then do further work if the client wished, eg getting planning permission, schedules, tendering, contract management.

Stephen Donald Architects carry out a successful similar scheme for Shelter.  They considered that as an independent agency, they could assist empty property owners who could not see how to improve the property themselves, or who did not trust the council.  

The architects circulated a booklet with details of their services and fees, and a second booklet with policy information about empty homes.

They had asked local authorities for lists of empty properties and now wished to discuss a reciprocal approach to owners.

Points from discussion:

· Stephen Donald Architects are willing to take on the kind of commissions that most often arise with empty properties – most clients do not require extensive design work or assistance with planning permission, but do need basic advice on building regs, and contract management.

· They have no specific provision for clients on low incomes, to assist with fees.  Many empty property owners have little money to spend on renovation.  The group asked whether the architects could look at recouping their fees through putting a charge on the property, but this was not thought likely.

· They have capacity to handle quite a number of cases – eg last year handled more than 60 cases through the Shelter scheme.

· Mass mailing of lists of empty property addresses was not likely to be an effective way of generating interest in the scheme.  Some authorities would object to providing lists of properties for FOI reasons.  

· The empty property managers in each borough, through their existing contact with empty property owners, would have an idea of clients who might benefit from this service and who might be receptive to an approach.  This was thought to be the best way forward.

· Boroughs are not able to recommend specific organisations to clients, nor would they advertise the service generally eg on their websites; however they could inform clients of the availability of the service.

· Southwark already has SDA’s contact details on a list of architects, surveyors, etc, which can be provided to owners.  The advantage of SDA’s scheme over other architects was that the cost of the initial 1 hour service was known in advance.  However a number of other architects provide free initial consultations.

· Another possible way of putting clients in touch with the architects, would be for boroughs to refer clients to the Empty Homes Agency, and the EHA could then put them in contact with the architects.

· Stephen Donald Architects were asked if they would consider providing their service to properties subject to an EDMO.  They would not do this, seeing their role as part of encouraging the client to do something about their property, in advance of an EDMO being imposed.

· Boroughs thought it would be very useful for the advice provided to the client to be copied to the relevant local authority – they would then have a record of the approach and the advice given, which could be useful if further action was needed with the owner.

· The service is available immediately.

· Booklets – boroughs were asked to look at the booklets provided and feed back any comments via Kirsten.  Initial views were that the booklet giving details of services and fees was very useful.  However the policy booklet could not be used as it had local authority logos on it, the use of which has not been approved by the authorities in question, and the boroughs would be unlikely to want to associate with the political content of the booklet.


	Boro’s

	3.
	Minutes and matters arising from meeting 18th March 2009

Minutes had not been produced for the 18th March meeting, so this item was not taken
	

	4.
	Progress Reports

Bexley is just about to carry out its first Order of Sale, on the back of a charging order for council tax debt of £8k.  Bexley will take possession and will then sell at auction.  Empty Property Officers have taken this case, together with the legal team.  They always check for council tax debts if offering a grant.  Bexley will publicise this case.

Bromley’s final EDMO is awaiting approval from the housing portfolio holder.  Members have been concerned about the impact on neighbours of any new residents.  A second empty property officer is now recruited to work alongside Emily.  Bromley is currently writing to all the older empty properties which have been on their records for some time, and this is generating quite a lot of interest.  

There are 2 very large properties with planning permission to be split into 9 units – if grant was awarded per unit this could use up large amounts of funding.  The group suggested that a fixed sum grant could be awarded for the whole property, rather than for each individual unit. A lower – but still quite substantial – sum could then be offered and the owner could take it or leave it.

Greenwich is still in the process of recruiting an empty property officer and has received many good quality applications.  They will also employ an empty property surveyor to do technical work.  The new Empty Property policy has been approved by the housing director and leader and goes to members in June.  Ros is currently working on procedures to sit alongside the policy.  

Ros is looking to adapt their loan agreement, which is usually used for owner-occupiers, for landlords.  Loans could either be repayable upon sale or periodic payments through the rental stream.  Ros asked boroughs to send her copies of existing loan agreements.

Lewisham is getting many approaches from owners who have run out of money.  They have had 2 approaches from local architects who want to work with them and prepared to take on small schemes.  Nick is working with Westminster Habitat for Humanity (a coop), visiting properties and offering deals to owners for refurbishment.  Lewisham’s interim EDMOs have all now expired, and Nick is seeking a different approach, holding back on EDMOs and trying to make every effort to assist owners.  For example he is working with the probation service Community Payback scheme to get low-risk ex-offenders clearing gardens and painting properties so that properties can be put on the market.  However, the borough is thinking about putting EDMOs on some commercial property.

Southwark – the CPO of 549 Lordship Lane is with GOL, awaiting any objections.  They also have found a few schemes where commercial loans have been withdrawn, and that big schemes have slowed down. 

AmicusHorizon has now restarted work on Temporary Social Housing Grant and short-life properties.  They will do around 8 ‘unimproved’ properties in Southwark and Bromley (their core boroughs).  The lease premium will part fund the rent to the owner, but AmicusHorizon is unable to put in any of their own investment – therefore they are looking for any additional sources of investment, including a landlord contribution or sub-regional grants.  They want properties for up to 14 years, with a target cost of up to £35k per unit.  Please get in touch with Brian if you know of any suitable properties.  They will also do some PSL under the ‘improved’ TSHG scheme; and are in touch with boroughs to ensure they meet boroughs requirements.  Dianne requested Brian to approach Bexley as well, copying her in.

Hyde – Roy circulated a note from Tracy who had attended an EHA seminar where great interest had been shown in TSHG and purchase and repair.  Dave said he has written to all local RSLs to ask them if they are interested in this but none had responded.  Individual street properties require more officer time and are more difficult to bring up to standard than new properties and this is why most RSLs are reluctant to get involved.


	Boro’s

Boro’s

Brian



	5.
	2008-09 grants programme – monitoring and review

Boroughs reviewed the 2008-9 spend and outputs.  We have met the sub-regional target for 2008-9 with over £500k from that year still to be spent, because of the mid-year extra allocation.  Therefore boroughs can be assured that funding is in place for some of the more expensive schemes they are considering.  Average unit costs are up from around £12,000 a year ago to £13,800.  

SELHP will be reporting on 2008-9 outturn to the LDA by 2nd June, so any corrections to these figures are urgently required.


	

	6.
	2009-11 grants programme 

The meeting was informed of the total funding available for 2009-11 - £5.9m indicative for the sub-region. 

We then looked at the activities within the programme and the outputs from each activity.  Adjustments will be made as we go through the year on the balance of large and small grants.  While we need to keep an eye on meeting our targets, boroughs should not hold back on funding the more expensive properties.  

Suite of grants – this has now been agreed at SELHP Directors group.  

Criteria for large grants - The Empty Property group agreed to use the GLA’s priority scoring system as part of the criteria for deciding which properties receive large grants.  

Commercial property – Boroughs may now consider residential conversions of commercial property (eg shops, snooker clubs) for grants and loans.

Boroughs may also offer SELHP funding where renovations are needed to commercial property in order to unlock associated residential property – for example flats over shops where the shop is empty, or new access to the upper floors is required.  The funding of the commercial portion of the property should be in the form of a loan.  

Loans – boroughs are encouraged to offer more loans, or a mixture of grant plus loans.  This will enable funding to be recycled in future years.  Boroughs need to ensure they have a local mechanism for the funds to be repaid into their empty property budget.  Steve suggested Bromley’s option, which is for the loan to be repaid in full on the 5th anniversary, or upon sale if sooner.  This enables the money to come back within a fixed period, giving some certainty of income to the borough, and also avoids problems which can arise if there are void periods or rent arrears disrupting the rental stream.  Bexley takes loan repayments directly from the rental stream on PSL properties – however now there are fewer PSL arrangements, they will take repayment of the loan upon occupation by a tenant.  Boroughs were interested in using short-term loans to ensure repayment within a short time. 
Further discussion is needed of how repaid loans could be returned to the sub-region for redistribution.

RSL top-ups - The position still stands that if a property is receiving TSHG, sub-regional grants can go direct to the property owner, but not the RSL.  The owner can then pass the grant on to the RSL.  Boroughs must be careful not to set up ‘implied contracts’ with the RSL by requiring the owner to pass the grant directly to the RSL – Dianne can advise further on Bexley’s approach to this.

RSL Loans – Dave asked for the group’s views on a proposal to offer loans to an RSL to assist it to renovate some empty properties with high repair costs.  It was queried whether this would count towards our empty property output targets, and whether the loan would be secured upon the property. There was also concern that this would open the floodgates to lots of similar requests from RSLs; SELHP should be clear about why funding is being offered in this specific circumstance.  Dave will bring any formal proposal back to this group.


	

	7.
	GLA empty property audit


Kirsten informed the group of the data the GLA wishes boroughs to collect on each empty property (as in spreadsheet).   The GLA wishes boroughs to report on all properties empty for a year or more (ie not those between 6 months and 1 year).  They may be flexible on this if we can show we are working towards this aim.

The relevant date for reporting on this is 31 March 2010, showing properties empty as at that date; this must be provided to the GLA by December 2010 for publication in February 2011.  The GLA will be writing to boroughs & sub-regions to set out their requirements.

There was a discussion of the “priority rating factors” which would make up the points score.  The group was of the opinion that more weighting should be given to properties that have been empty for long periods; more weighting to the criteria, “property in prominent positions where they are seen by large numbers of people”; and that the “nuisance factor” points don’t add up.  Kirsten will feed this back to the GLA.

The group agreed that the “priority rating factors” would form part of the criteria for deciding which properties would be eligible for large grants.

Boroughs are asked to: 

· Consider what they would need to do to report on empty properties as required by the GLA.  Discuss any difficulties you might have in reporting this information  with Kirsten

· Put any proposals for sub-regional assistance, eg funding for administrative support, developing databases, street surveys, to Kirsten. 

· Test out the “priority rating factors” on 10 empty properties currently on your books – a range of properties including some eyesores and some ordinary properties, to see how the scoring works against real properties, and whether there are any problems in judging the more subjective criteria.


	Kirsten

Boro’s

	8.
	Managing agent for EDMOs and IMOs 

Nick reported that the pan-London framework contract for managing agents for EDMOs is now in place, and they are keen to encourage boroughs to use the agents.  The two agents for south London are Circle Anglia and Orchard & Shipman, these scored best in the procurement process led by East London.  The agents will be able to coordinate, tender and oversee works, as well as managing the properties.  The contract operates on a “taxi rank” system to ensure work is fairly divided between the agents – this means boroughs won’t necessarily be able to choose which agent to work with.

Boroughs wishing to use the agents will have to check with their own procurement sections on internal processes for signing up to this framework agreement, but this should not be too difficult.  It was suggested that any borough which writes a procurement report could copy it round to the other SEL boroughs so colleagues can cut & paste relevant sections into their own procurement reports.  

For further information please contact Carson Millican, Carson.millican@newham.gov.uk

	

	9.
	AOB

· The Draft London Housing Strategy is published on 21 May and contains a section on empty properties.  It is available on the GLA website at: http://www.london.gov.uk/mayor/housing/strategy/index.jsp .  There will be a 12 week consultation period and we can consider a sub-regional response, if required, at our next meeting.


· The Homes and Communities Agency announced a few weeks ago that it would be drawing up an empty property strategy, including research and investment (see their press release http://www.homesandcommunities.co.uk/empty_homes_refurbishment_solution_hca?p=5 ).  However, it now seems that this will be conducted as part of the “single conversation” the HCA holds with each local authority to determine investment plans.  This could include purchase and repair of empty homes by RSLs, as at present, but does not seem to include any new flexibilities.  Brian and Roy pointed out that the key factor in P&R was whether costs stack up for the RSL.
 

· SELHP Landlord Day is set for Tuesday 23rd June 2009 – each borough will have a stand.  This is an opportunity to promote empty homes services to landlords.  Invitations will be sent out soon.

	

	10.
	Date and items for next meeting

Next meeting will discuss 

· Response to London Housing Strategy

 Meeting dates for 2009 (all at 10am)

            Wednesday        July          8th

            Wednesday   September  16th

            Wednesday   November   18th
	


