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ith housing in
desperately short
supply in many
patis of the UK,
the more than
I million homes standing empty
nationwide add insult to injury,

As well as reducing available stock,
derelict bulldings drain confidence in
their surrounding areq, with the value
of the adjoining properties cut by as
much as 18 per cent, according to the
Royal Institute of Chartered Survey-
ors, Other properlies, needing only
minor work, remain disused because
owners lack money or are simply

Empty properties are exacerbating the UK’s housing crisis.
But as Alex Turner discovers, an innovative project in Kent
is leading the way towards bringing them back into use

unsure about what to do with them,

Kent Council’s No Use Empty
scheme stacted in 2005 as a pilot to
tackle these fssues In four districts -
Dover, Shepway, Swale and Thanet -
containing 19 of Kent's 20 most
deprived wards and move than a thivd
ofits then 8,000-plus empty dwellings
-about 370 of which are thought to be
council-owned. Under-resourced dis-
trict councils had been struggling to
make headway, while the county
lacked housing powers - so the idea of
apartnership was hatched.

No Use Empty combines an advice
service for empty-property owners

Needtoknow

with a £55 million loan fund -
£3,3 million of which came from Kent
Council, and £2.2 million from gov-
ernment geant - to help get homes
back into habitation and, at the sharp
end, enforcement powers. The
scheme, extended countywide in
2008/09, has helped bring 2,000
properties back to use - and has
drawn widespread attention.

Successful scheme

‘[it] has been an unmitigated suc-
cess,’ enthuses Mark Dance, Kent
Council's cabinet member for regen-
eration and economic development.

Top: workinprogress at Athelston
Road, Margate, Above: propertlesin
EdgarRoad, Cliftonville, Margate
beforethey wererefurblshed. Right:
thefamily homesafterrefurblshment

“There continues to be a shortage of
quality housing and empty homes are
acruclal part of the solution,’
Perhaps most eye-catching has
been No Use Empty's loan facility
(sce box, overleal: The developer’s
story); advances range from £25,000
(for asingle dwelling) up to £175,000.
The loans are interest-free and, unu-
sually, are repayable within three
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Whyis the UK Iagg-i;{g behind other 'European countries
whenitcomes toself-build? See Feature, page 52

. years - meaning money has already

. been paid back and recycled into new
projects. So far the scheme has
approved more than £5.5 million in
loans, equating to 295 homes.

The net cost to the council per prop-
erty is just £2,800, consisting of lost
interest and administration fees. As
yet there has been no need to take
enforcement action torecover money.

The £2.2 million in government
funding, which forms part of the
£5.5 million ring-fenced by Kent
Council, was recovered via a reward
grant after public service agreement
targets on emptles were exceeded,
while £12.5 million has been lever-
aged in private investment,

‘The labour force comes from the
local area and the money is spent
locally,’ says Steve Grimshaw, who
heads up No Use Empty as Kent’s
regeneration manager. ‘Costs that
might have occurred have been
dampened as aresult of the scheme,’
he adds, reflecting on the propensity
of derelict buildings to attract anti-
social behaviour,

Spreading thenet

Following the success of Kent's
scheme, a group of local authorities
in the south west - Bristol, Bath and
North-East Somerset, North Somer-
set and South Gloucester - adopted
its No Use Empty brand in 2011,
although it currently does not have a
centralised loan scheme.

Scotland and Wales, meanwhile,
are rolling out national loan schemes,
which amount to £2 million and
£5 million, respectively. Presenter of
Channel 4's recent Great British Prop-
erty Scandal campaign, George
Clarke, who was appointed the gov-
ernment’s empty homes advisor in
April, is currently pushing for Eng-
land to follow suit. b
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Kent’s No Use Empty scheme is
wider than the loan fund though, Mr
Grimshaw points out. ‘Homes can be
brought back into use via advice and
guidance - that’s the greatest propor-
tion [nearly 60 per cent]. And local
authorities have powers to target
owners not looking after their prop-
erties; thelast resort would be a com-
pulsory purchase order, but thatis a
very small percentage [3 per cent].

Specialist training

Time spent ensuring the delivery
of these service aspects has been
another driver behind No Use Emp-
ty's effectiveness. A housing specialist
works alongside Mr Grimshaw to pro-
vide training to the districts’ empty
homes oflicers, and relationships have
been forged with departments able to
offer information on key issues such as
planning and council tax.

Yet broadcasting this know-how
has been important too, as David Ire-
land, chief executive of national
charity Empty Homes, notes, He
advised on No Use Empty at its out-
set, and says lessons can be learned
from its branding strategy.

//

‘It's driven people to it - owners
read about it in the local press and
come forward saying, “I've got an
empty property and want to do some-
thing about it”." He suggests that giv-
ing the campaign its own brand name
is a good move. There are occasions
when it’s good to distance yourself
from being the local authority: owners
of empty properties may have had a
relationship that hasn’t been positive,
he says.

Indeed, these factors piqued the
interest of Bristol Council as being par-
ticularly useful in tackling properties

Anoldschool buildinginDartford,
whichhasbeentransformedinto
ahome

- early in the ‘empty’ cycle. There are

“Ithasbeenan
unmitigated success.
There continues to be
ashortage of quality
housing and empty
homesare a crucial
part of the solution.”

Thedeveloper'sstory
Martin Neameisoneofthose | the project.Itriedforaloan Chartered Surveyors | Horizon-andis now keen
tohave benefited from No butbanksaren'tkeentohelp | evaluationandimprovements | torepeatthe process.
‘Use Empty.He'dundertaken | developers. must meet the decent homes "We let thelastflatin
development projectssince MrNeameapproachedNo | standard. December 2011, he reveals,
1989, but becamesstuckafter | Use Emptyandwasoffered Onceworkwas 'It'sareal successstory. lwant
the prevailing financialwinds | £175,000inassistance. completedin 2011, Mr todothe same project again:
changedin2008. Eligibility dependsonowners | Neamewasabletoaccess pickingupabuildingand
‘lcameacrossthisbuilding | beingabletocoverthe buy-to-letfundingandrepay | bringingitbackintouse,
inThanet thatwouldbeuseful | development costs using hisloan. Whilemost NoUse | workingwithsociallandlords.
toturnintoflats,’ recalls Mr theirown capitaland the Empty propertieshavebeen | Duringtheredevelopmentit's
Neame, 51.'lgambled and development loan. soldor privately rénted, he puttingmoney backinto the
boughtit, thenfoundididn't | Applicationsarealsosubject | negotiatedaleaseback localeconomy aswell-it'sa
havethemoneytocomplete | toaRoyal Institutionof arrangement with Amicus winnerallround.'

around 1,800 empty propertiesin the

/' city at any one time. After consulta-

tion with Kent, the four south west
local authorities jointly adopted the
No Use Empty branding: Awareness-
raisingand enforcement are the prior-
ities because they have no centralised
loan system as yet, though each
authority has a smaller discretionary
pot for improving homes.

‘We used to have grants but money
faded away and was replaced by [long:
term] loans, largely aimed at home-
owners who were vulnerable and liv-
ing in poor conditions,’ reveals
Richard Johnson, private housing
manager at Bristol Council. ‘If we

" could find more money for capital

we'd doit in a bigger way.’

Both Mr Johnson and Mr Grimshaw
point to accessing the Homes and
Communities Agency’s Empty Homes
Programme funding - which amounts
to £100 million between 2012 and
2015 - via partnerships with social
housing providers, as a means to
accelerate re-use of empty homes.

Affordable housing has thus far not
been amajor feature of No Use Empty,
but Kent Council was allocated
£795,000 in April (topped up to £1.8
million with its own capital) and will
be working with 28,000-home hous-
ing association Amicus Horizon to
deliver rentals at 80 per cent of mar-
ket rents. This will involve leasing
empties [rom owners once improve-
ments have been carried out.

‘We've been fortunate in the south
east,’ reckons Mr Grimshaw. ‘Year-
on-year the numbers back into use
are increasing. But there are still
7,000 houses empty - there's work to
be done.’

Formore Needtoknow, visit
www.insidehousing.co.uk







