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                Empty Properties
   There are many benefits to bringing homes back into use including:
   • Reducing vandalism and anti social behaviour
   • Enhancing the local environment
   • Address the issue of category one hazards
   • Increase the supply of affordable housing and the use of the private
   rented sector to meet the needs of the people in Milton Keynes who are
   a priority for housing , or who may become homeless
   • Maximise the supply of private rented accommodation generally
   • Increase awareness that empty properties are a wasted asset
   • Supporting regeneration schemes in key areas
   National perspective
   Nationally the importance of tackling empty properties is shown by the
   Governments response to the Barker Review of Housing Supply (March
   2004) and through a number of strategies and legislation in
   particular;
   • Sustainable Communities: Homes for All
   • Housing Act 2004
   The emphasis is on creating sustainable communities and meeting local
   housing need. To help achieve this we must maximise the use of
   existing housing stock. If we are to continue to deliver the aims of
   the Council’s strategy, then we must encourage owners by giving advice
   and assistance and providing funding options. Where partnership
   working does not achieve results then ultimately and in line with our
   enforcement policy we may take the appropriate enforcement action to
   return the property back to use.
   Issues
   In Milton Keynes empty properties are predominantly owned by private
   individuals, and generally remain empty due to lack of finances and
   time on the owner’s part to address the problem. The majority of these
   properties are in a relatively good state of repair and in order to be
   brought up to a lettable standard, require minimal repairs to be
   carried out. It is also recognised that a small percentage of long
   term empty properties may require major renovation works which can
   cost anything from £5000 - £40000. Until recently both minor and some
   major works were funded by Empty Property grants in return for
   nomination rights.
   Between 2001 and April 2008 (the last year of grants), we intervened
   to return 379 properties back into use, 40 of which received grant aid
   totalling £748,538 which resulted in 283 years of nomination rights.
   What can we do to bring an empty home back to use?
   The actions that be taken range from help to the owners where they
   need it with specific problems, through to either notice of intention
   to take enforcement action and / or enforcement action being taken
   where the owners are reticent to take the necessary steps.
   The issues normally centre on the lettability and the condition of the
   property. We can assist owners with both Loans and through the
   Homebond scheme.
   If owners are still unwilling to act then we have a number of
   enforcement powers available to the Council to deal with empty homes:-
   • Section 215 Town and Country Planning Act: Section 215 of the Town
   and Country Planning Act 1990 gives with the Council a power, in
   certain circumstances, to take steps requiring land to be cleaned up
   when its condition adversely affects the amenity of the area. Action
   can be taken against land and buildings;
   • Building Act 1984: Enables Local Authorities to deal with buildings
   that it considers to be dangerous. It can apply to a Magistrates’
   Court for an order requiring the owner to make the building safe or
   demolish it. If the owner fails to comply, the Council can carry out
   the works in default;
   • Compulsory Purchase: The local authority will need to demonstrate
   that there is a compelling case in the public interest for the
   property to be compulsorily purchased, and that other methods of
   returning the property to use have been tried and have failed. In most
   cases this means that compulsory purchase is a method of last resort.
   The Council also needs to have the money available to purchase the
   property.
   • Enforced sale: This is actually a procedure that allows Local
   Authorities to recover debt. The power dates back to the Law of
   Property Act 1925. It gives local authorities the power to sell
   properties in order to release the money tied up in the value of the
   property. This enables them to recover money they are owed. Where the
   owner fails to repay the debt secured on their property the power
   enables the local authority to force the sale of the property in order
   to recover the debt. Debts are secured on properties by the local
   authority making a local land charge or making a caution on the land
   registry certificate at HM Land Registry. Once the charge is in place
   the local authority can pursue the enforced sale without further legal
   recourse.
   • Empty Dwelling Management Orders (EDMOs): The Housing Act 2004
   introduced a power for the Council to apply to a Residential Property
   Tribunal to take over the management of an empty property. This can
   only be for long-term empty properties where there is a strong case
   for doing so. An EDMO is a local land charge and the Council may apply
   to have it entered on the Land Registry. Costs incurred by the Council
   will be recoverable from the owner of the property. Nationally this
   power has been very little used. The issues have been; lack of staff
   resources to seek / implement EDMO’s; the subsequent management of the
   properties.
   What do we do in the Private Sector Housing Team?
   The Private sector housing team receive a monthly report from Council
   Tax of all empty properties in Milton Keynes. Each officer then takes
   on six long term empty properties to investigate. This investigation
   will comprise of an initial letter followed up by an inspection if no
   response received. Action that can be taken includes, liaison with
   other departments including planning who have powers under the Town
   and Country Planning Act, Building Control who have various powers
   under the Building Act, compulsory purchase orders and enforced sale
   procedures. Private sector housing responds to complaints about empty
   properties and can use legal powers to deal with external appearance
   and repair issues . Information and advice is given to owners
   including how to avoid complaints from neighbours about nuisance which
   may result in enforcement action.
   The Council has now extended the Flexible Loans scheme to Empty homes,
   Loans are available to owners of empty properties to assist them to
   bring them back into use. The loans are for a five year period after
   which the loan must be repaid in full. The loans can either be repaid
   monthly, by lump sum or at the end of the 5 year term.
   We have identified a list of 134 residential properties that are long
   term vacant (periods ranging from 6 months plus), from Council Tax
   records. Initial investigation found that they are empty for a variety
   of reasons ranging from absent owners to lack of finances to remedy
   disrepair.
   These vacant homes are “pepper potted” throughout the Borough and some
   give rise to more problems than others. We now intend to focus on
   empty homes that cause problems to neighbours and cause complaints,
   targeting the loan scheme at those empty homes with the aim of
   bringing them back into use to let for a 5 year period. We will also
   be setting up a process to implement Empty Dwelling Management Orders
   should the “carrot” approach fail to have the desired impact of
   bringing empty properties back into use.
   The Council has been successful in attracting funding from the
   DCLG/Empty Homes agency to assist with this work. As previously stated
   empty homes work is staff intensive. We have therefore been able to
   add 25 hours per week of professional and admin time to deal with this
   work. As part of the funding requirement we will also be working on
   the EDMO policy and practice and reporting this for approval
   As part of the programme we intend to fund one admin officer for 18
   hours per week, and one EHO for 7 hours per week, together with
   management and team support.
   We are currently in the process of offering our first loan to a
   landlord of a long term vacant 3 storey property with proposals to
   create 5 individual letting units
   Statistics
   Empty Homes Service request received by PSH 2008/09 – 74
   Brought back into use 2008/09 – 5
   Numbers of other empty homes will have come back into use through the
   Homebond scheme, but figures are not recorded on a property’s use
   prior occupation through Homebond.
   Contact: Jane Harrison MK 253281
   [email protected]
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