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Tackling Empty Properties 2006-08
( A key target of the 2006 - 2010 housing strategy is to reduce the number of private sector properties that have been empty for more than 6 months.
The London Housing Board committed £15 million in funding (from the London regional housing discretionary funding stream) over 2006/08, to support sub regional partnerships in reducing the number of empty private sector properties.  The London Housing Strategy sought a reduction of 23,600 long term empty private homes by the year 2016.  (The role of the London Housing Board has now passed over to the Mayor of London and the Greater London Authority.)
The South East London Housing Partnership secured £2.25 million from the empty properties funding stream for the 2006/08 period.  The partnership’s priority for the funding is to bring back into use high profile private empty properties, including those which are a source of nuisance and concern to local residents and those which owners have hitherto been unable to bring back into use.  Over 2006/08 the partnership has a target to bring back into use 140 properties through this funding stream.
The empty homes funding pot is held by the London Borough of Southwark on behalf of the partnership and is released to the boroughs (Bexley, Bromley, Greenwich, Lewisham and Southwark) in response to schemes they put forward.   Empty properties are assessed at the local authority level to determine their suitability for this funding, with grants of up to £15,000 per unit available to those which meet the criteria.  In addition to grant funding, boroughs may use additional funding of up to £20,000 per unit in the form of a loan which is repayable within 5 years.  Alternatively, local authorities may ‘batch’ empty property schemes to seek an average grant of up to £15,000 per unit.
When a suitable empty property has been identified for funding, the local authority seeks approval for funding commitment from the partnership, by way of the Private Sector Housing Projects Coordinator.  The coordinator’s role is to assess the empty property funding schemes against the criteria agreed by the partnership and to maintain a record of spend and commitment levels across the sub region.
The criteria require (1) the property must have been empty for at least 6 months, and (2) the use of the property for the next 5 years must be secured, e.g. by nomination rights or a lease agreement.  Any complex funding applications or need for prioritisation of funding for proposed schemes is referred to, and assessed by the partnership’s empty homes sub group.  Boroughs are encouraged to invoice on a quarterly basis to claim actual or committed funding for works on empty properties.
The London Housing Board funding is commonly used in conjunction with funding sourced from other avenues such as local authority grants and contributions made by the land owner.  It is not anticipated that this funding will be used on the same properties as empty property funding provided to housing associations by the Housing Corporation.
