	South East London Housing Partnership

Empty Homes Group
Minutes

Wednesday 16th September

	

	1.
	Present: Anna Lee, LB Bexley; Carly May, LB Bexley Steve Habgood, LB Bromley; Emily Craggs, LB Bromley; Ros Gill, LB Greenwich; Janice Chard, LB Greenwich; Mark Turner, LB Greenwich; Nick Long, Lewisham; Celia Esimaje, LB Southwark; Michelle Williams, LB Southwark; Roy Fabri, Hyde Housing; Tracy Harrington, Hyde Housing; Dave Shiress, SELHP (Chair); Kirsten Firth, SELHP

Apologies: Steve Whiting, LB Lewisham; Brian Hallam, AmicusHorizon
	Action

	2.
	Minutes and matters arising from meeting 8th July 2009

· SELHP Landlord Day 23 June / London Landlord Day 9/10 Sept – these events had gone ahead successfully with plenty of landlords attending.

· English Heritage listed buildings at risk register 2009 – Kirsten will contact boroughs to get an update on any action on these properties.

· Street surveys workshop 22nd September – all boroughs will have staff attending.
	

	3.
	Energy Efficiency in empty properties 

Mark Johnson of the GLA attended to speak about the GLA’s programme of retrofitting energy efficiency measures in homes and how this could be integrated in empty properties.  For example, Hillingdon was looking to specify a high standard retrofit as standard in empty properties.  What are the barriers – financial, legal, owners’ perceptions?

Bromley has 8 properties on site where they are installing solid wall insulation (SWI).  The owners are happy to do this as an additional grant is available.  

Costs  - Bromley has found that there are many additional costs over and above the cost of the insulation – eg moving radiators, replacing beading around floor etc.  The additional £4,000 SELHP grant was proving not enough to cover all costs, particularly in large properties or EOTs. Hyde had found that owners were not keen to lose original features like coving and skirting when insulation is installed.  Southwark and Lewisham also have PLEAS grants which can cover half the cost of works.

Products – Bromley has trialled Sempatap solid wall insulation (insulated wallpaper that comes on a roll and sticks to the wall) but is now moving away from this product, as it appears to be not very robust in the long-term.  But other products, while very robust, were much more expensive.  Bromley now has 2 or 3 products they recommend, including Kingspan (plasterboard finish with thick insulation attached).

Other measures that could be installed were double glazing, solar hot water panels, ground source heat pumps, and insulated floors.  The GLA will produce some findings from the “beyond decent homes” pilots which may help to identify value for money measures.  The GLA would like to have a continuing dialogue on this.

Further action: 

· The group wanted further information on products, an evaluation of carbon savings, and an explanation of pros and cons.  SELHP to investigate possible ways of doing this.

· GLA will be negotiating with energy companies on CERT funding for 2010 onwards – action in empty properties should be included in these negotiations.

· SELHP energy efficiency grant will be increased to £9,000 – boroughs will have to outline and justify the measures to be installed, to receive amounts over the existing £4,000

· All boroughs were asked to promote energy efficiency measures and the extra grant to owners.
	Steve H
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	4.
	Progress Reports

Bexley – There has been an increase in complaints from the public about empty homes.  Owners are keener to take up offers of grants and loans.

Bromley – The mailout to older known empty properties has been successful, with 60% of owners responding to the letters.  The borough has just finished working through and inspecting cases arising from the first mailout of 100 addresses, and will soon send out another mailshot.  

The EDMO has been approved by committee, and a notice of intent has just been served on the property.  The borough has to do something with the furniture left in the property, either store it (very expensive) or dispose of it following a valuation (more likely).  They hope to start work on the property in 8 weeks time.  Circle Anglia will manage the property.

Greenwich - The group welcomed Mark Turner, newly appointed EPO in Greenwich.  The borough is now starting a process of identifying and updating information about empty properties, including the Empty Homes Agency list.  They have agreed an empty property strategy and continue working on policies.  They are currently drawing up a spreadsheet to cost up specs, and will offer owners a service to draw up a specification for works, for an extra fee.

Lewisham – Empty properties are moving up the local political agenda, and members are asking to be informed of progress on empty properties.  

Habitat for Humanity are working to develop an empty property.  Trainees from Lewisham College will work on the property, and it will be managed by New World HA, with costs funded from the rental stream.  The arrangement is similar to an EDMO, but by agreement with the owner. 

Lewisham may continue to use EDMOs for new-build property rather than individual older properties.  They are currently considering how to tackle some newbuild sites, which have been completed but not actively marketed.

Southwark – There has been some upsurge in interest in grants, and a number of long-term derelict properties are on site.  

The borough has to amend its standing orders to allow it to give grants up to the SELHP levels.  Other boroughs should look at whether they need a local policy to administer the SELHP grants.  

On 549 Lordship Lane, the borough is awaiting a date for the public enquiry on the CPO.
AmicusHorizon  has no short life activity at the moment, but is continuing to look at any suitable properties in Southwark and Bromley.
Hyde Housing is now working across all boroughs including Lewisham.  Hyde still needs to find a few unimproved properties, and may do some publicity.  They have met with the HCA, which is keen for Hyde to bid for more TSHG funding.  They now expect to deliver 200+ properties in this financial year, mainly for the prevention of homelessness and overcrowding.  Overcrowded households living in social rented properties are offered a large private rented property for 5 years, after which they may extend the tenancy or otherwise would have to re-present as homeless.

Tracy spoke at a recent seminar on Temporary Social Housing Grant (TSHG), which was attended by 16 RSLs and attracted a lot of interest.


	

	5.
	2008-09 grants programme – monitoring and review

The group reviewed the Q1 figures, which now show commitments as well as actual spend.  Q2 figures will be circulated in October.

Boroughs were asked to “spring-clean” their list of properties – reviewing those which have outstanding SELHP funding commitments against them from 2007 or 2008, but which are unlikely to go ahead in this financial year.  These properties could be taken out of the current programme to allow funding to be re-committed on other properties.

As funding for 2010-11 is uncertain, boroughs with EPOs funded through the Targeted Funding Stream may forward commit some of this year’s funding for 2010-11 salaries.

Boroughs which are close to committing their initial funding allocation should speak to Kirsten regarding further funding this year.
	Kirsten
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	6.
	Empty Property Strategies and grant policies

Nick outlined how Lewisham has recently developed its private sector strategy and empty property strategy, to address an increase in the private rented sector to 29% of all dwellings, and the need to place more homeless households in PRS.  The borough has set up a landlord consultation forum, is promoting the London Landlord Accreditation Scheme, and is working more closely with a number of large landlords.  The borough is working on improving the ‘offer’ in the PRS, and offering PRS properties to overcrowded council tenants. Officers dealing with private sector housing are spread across a number of teams in the council, so quarterly officers’ meetings are planned to share information and progress.  

Lewisham is considering re-establishing a private tenants’ forum to give this group a bigger profile in the borough.

Bromley’s empty property strategy will go to members in October – a draft is on the council website.  

Greenwich’s new empty property strategy has been drawn up to separate general principles from detailed procedures.  It gives officers delegated authority as appropriate.

Southwark is updating its policies.  This will be separate from the borough’s new housing strategy.

The SELHP strategy for 2010 could include a section on empty properties grants, loans and good practice.

Action: boroughs are asked to send Kirsten a link to their empty property strategies on their websites, for circulation.
	SELHP
Boro’s

	7.
	Loans for empty properties

Ros reported that Greenwich has invested in modifying its legal agreement for use with empty property owners. There are 2 options in the new agreement – the owner does their own project management, or they can use the borough’s specification and project management service (for a fee).  Repayment takes place when the property is sold or the owner dies, or the owner can opt to repay early.  The borough has nomination rights to the property until the loan is repaid (so the loans can only be offered to landlords willing to accept nominations).  The loans are interest-free.

Bexley’s loan agreement has an option to repay regularly, but this is only used for PSLs.  Loans are only available upon completion of the works, similar to grants.

Bromley has an agreement to repay a fixed sum every year – eg 1/5 of the amount every year for 5 years.

SELHP is keen to promote the use of loans, but boroughs need to be confident they can ring-fence repayments for use on empty properties.

Action: Ros will circulate the mortgage agreement and guide to boroughs, for use or adaptation by boroughs as required.


	Ros

	8.
	CPOs

Lewisham is considering identifying some properties for potential CPOs, and wants to report to members on potential costs and issues.  The main risk for the local authority is that of compensation for the owner.


	

	9.
	AOB

· SELHP Housing Conference 24th November Lewisham Civic Suite – everyone will receive an invitation to this event.

· LEPOF to re-form – Empty Homes Agency is proposing to re-establish the London Empty Property Officers Forum.  It was thought this would be useful for sharing information and networking as well as raising London-wide issues.

· VAT on refurbishment – Kirsten to clarify if any changes are due.
· Case studies of empty homes – the case studies that boroughs had supplied for a report to the LDA / HCA were circulated for info

· Empty Property Group contacts – a list of officer contacts was circulated – please send any update / corrections to Kirsten

· Meeting dates for 2010 – the proposed dates were agreed.
· SELHP design standard for empty properties – Greenwich is working on an update of the design standard, which will be shared among the group.

	

	10.
	Date and items for next meeting

            Wednesday   November   18th      Hyde Housing, Lewisham offices
	


