	South East London Housing Partnership

Empty Homes Group
Minutes
Wednesday 10th March


	

	1.
	Present – Celia Esimaje, LB Southwark; Michelle Williams, LB Southwark; Tracy Harrington, Hyde HA; Dave Turner, LB Greenwich; Steve Habgood, LB Bromley; Karen Smith, LB Bromley; Emily Craggs, LB Bromley; Anna Lee, LB Bexley; Carly May, LB Bexley; Nick Long, LB Lewisham; Steve Whiting, LB Lewisham; Kirsten Firth, SELHP
Apologies – Ros Gill, LB Greenwich; Dianne Blazer, LB Bexley; Dave Shiress, SELHP; Janice Chard, LB Greenwich
	Action

	2.
	Minutes and matters arising from meeting 18th November 2009

· January 2010 meeting had not been held because of bad weather

· English Heritage listed buildings at risk register 2009 – Kirsten asked boroughs to keep her updated with developments on any of the “at risk” properties in their area.
· Recommended SWI products – Steve H circulated a note of products that have been trialled in Bromley.  Sometimes a combination of products has to be used – eg to allow for detailing around windows.  Bromley will be doing a pilot with EST on an empty property, high levels of insulation, local builders and a local college will be involved, using the building for training.  
· SELHP design standard – Carl has some wording on gas and electrical safety certificates that could be used to update the standard.
· Links with planning policy contacts – Dave to pursue.  Nick noted that it was important to network with planners, to check the history of planning permissions on property regarding change of use, and to press for wider delegation of S215 powers.
· Empty Homes Agency proposal – the group was in support of the proposal to support the EHA financially.  However, the Private Sector Group had rejected the proposal because it was not a legitimate use of Targeted Funding Stream funding.
· LLAS training for landlords had been held in Lewisham. Steve W also attended the training and recommended it, although it was difficult to get enough landlords to sign up.
	

	3.
	Empty Property Audit

Everyone had completed preliminary preparation and had plans in place to complete visits by October 2010.  
 

Bexley - approx 750 properties to visit.  Have set up database.  Empty property officers will start visits in April and complete over 4 months using overtime.  Property details will be uploaded as they go along.
 

Bromley - approx 600 properties to visit.  Have done 60 so far.  Empty property officers do the visits, going in pairs and blitzing areas together.  Data uploading will also be done by empty property officers.
 

Greenwich - 1,300 on list, over 6 months empty.  This number will reduce, once filtered to those empty for 12 months or more. Empty Property Officers will carry out visits.  Looking at employing an administrator to assist with data uploading, using Future Jobs Fund (for unemployed people aged 18-24).
 

Lewisham - around 2,000 on list, over 6 months empty.  Around 130 of these are already known.  Will use Google Streetview and info from environmental health, planning and building control to filter records.  Looking at EPO working with council tax inspectors on visits.  Expect to finish by September.  Have commissioned extension to existing property database for the empty property data.
 

Southwark - Already have extensive database of around 1,800 properties empty over 6 months, which can provide the information required.  Will update database in June using information from council tax, planning and environmental health.  Expect to visit around 200 properties.  EPOs will work together with council tax inspectors on visits.
 

Issues to raise with GLA:
· in many cases officers have to guess the number of bedrooms from the look of the property.  Therefore this information will not be very accurate.
· It's particularly difficult to tackle flats - even if you can get into the building, you can't tell a lot from peering through the letter box.  Many of the clues that would help to identify an empty house are not available for flats.  Inner city boroughs like Southwark have many more flats - it could be more difficult to properly identify empties in boroughs with a high proportion of flats.
· The 'hidden empties' will remain difficult to identify even with a visit - these are the ones that are kept neat, curtains at the windows, the owners swear they are lived in, yet neighbours say they have never seen anyone there.
· People asked for there to be no more changes to the GLA requirements for the audit.  Now that everyone is setting up databases, any changes will incur further work and possibly additional costs.

	

	4.
	Progress Reports

Bexley – have sent flyers to owners of properties empty for a short time and this has generated lots of enquiries, but not yet any confirmed interest.  CPOs are still on their work programme but there has been no progress to date.
Bromley – has lots of interest and more takers for grant + loan combination.  Work will soon be completed on the final EDMO.  In another case, an interim EDMO application has resulted in the owner making contact for the first time in 4 years, although the preparation of paperwork for the RPT had been very time-consuming.  Planners are taking a CPO to members in June – the property has high costs and could require high levels of grant + loan.
Greenwich – a big mailout to the council tax empties list has just started, they are sending out 20-30 per week and awaiting response.
Lewisham – in process of updating delegated authority for powers of entry.  A batch of EDMO applications will be ready for RPT by the end of March.  There has been lots of interest and applications from owners and developers. Some schemes have been delayed due to bad winter weather.
Southwark – have confirmed internally that they have authority to offer loans up to £15k.  In 549 Lordship Lane, the owner did not oppose the CPO, and the borough is now waiting for the Secretary of State to confirm the order at the end of March – a month after that, the property will vest in the new owner, and works could be on site by June.  Southwark is considering an EDMO programme for a block of flats with one landlord – may approach Bromley and Lewisham for assistance with this.

Hyde – Will complete their programme of 150 units this year.  Now agreed to work in Bromley.  Have bid to the HCA for 2010-11 for funding for ‘improved’ properties, and can also do individual bids for unimproved properties – please provide Tracy with leads on appropriate unimproved properties.
	

	5.
	2009-10 grants programme – monitoring and review

The meeting received the monitoring for Q3. 

The meeting received a projection of likely funding for 2010-11.
	

	6.
	SELHP strategy 2010

The meeting received and commented on a draft of the SELHP strategy – comments will be passed to Karen Cleverly at SELHP.
	

	7.
	AOB

· National Association of Empty Property Practitioners is encouraging London boroughs to set up a London-wide empty property forum.
· EDMO and IMO good practice group – Nick is the SEL representative on this group.  East London can provide boroughs with information about how to use the framework for managing agents for EDMOs and IMOs.  The framework could be used for voluntary agreements similar to EDMOs.
· Temporary Social Housing Grant guidance now includes reference to EDMOs and CPOs – available at:
· http://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/temporary-social-housing-tsh.htm
· Boroughs were interested in West London’s proposal for joint training on EDMOs.  KF to pursue.
· Channel 4 Property Show – London’s Empty Homes had generated lots of enquiries to boroughs, and lots of requests for lists of empty properties from people wanting to buy the properties.  Southwark responds to these enquiries with a standard email on housing options and how to find a home.  Some boroughs will forward such enquiries to empty property owners.

	

	8.0
	Empty Homes / Homelessness groups joint meeting 
	

	8.1
	· The Empty Homes Group met together with the SELHP Homelessness Group for the second half of the meeting.  There were presentations on the SELHP Empty Homes programme, the Lewisham Fresh Start scheme (to relieve overcrowding in social rented homes), and the Habitat for Humanity proposal to bring in funding and voluntary / trainee labour to reduce the cost of renovations.

	

	8.2
	· A discussion of how empty homes can meet housing needs raised the following points:
· If the property allows, we should encourage owners to renovate to lifetime homes standards e.g. level access and wider doorways.  But this also needs to be balanced against cost and future saleability of property.
· The Fresh Start scheme matches overcrowded households with empty properties during the renovation stage – in a few cases it has been possible to adapt the house to meet the households’ specific needs.  It is worth considering this in a wider range of cases.
· The most pressing housing needs which may be met in the private sector are: young single non-statutory homeless requiring homes within the Single Room Rent local housing allowance – likely to be bedsits; vulnerable single people, including ex-offenders; and overcrowded households – sometimes requiring large homes and sometimes one-bedroom flats for non-dependent children.
· Owners need to be encouraged to consider these groups as potential tenants.  The property needs to be suitable, and for vulnerable single people and young single people, a suitable managing agent may need to be involved.

	

	8.3
	· SELHP will draw up a report to SELHP Directors, which will consider ways of meeting these needs and any suggested changes to SELHP policy – e.g. conversion of empty property to bedsits, which we have previously discouraged.  Boroughs are asked to consider if they know of potential partners who might be suitable managing agents, or examples of existing schemes.

	

	9.
	Date and items for next meeting

            Wednesday    19 May                Wednesday    22 September
            Wednesday    21 July                Wednesday    17 November           
	


