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Introduction

The Blaenau Gwent Community Plan 2005-2009 recognises that housing is a key issue in making
Blaenau Gwent - A Better Place to Live and Work. The Council s aim is:

“To ensure that quality affordable accommodation is available within safe and strong communities for
all residents.”

In order to achieve this aim it has been recognised that the Council needs to develop and implement a
formal Empty Property Strategy for the Private Sector.

This document, which has been prepared by the Empty Property Working Group, presents its findings
and recommendations in 5 parts.

1. Background
2. Aims and Objectives of the Strategy
3. The Empty Homes in Blaenau Gwent

4. Tackling the problem

5. The way forward




1.0 Background

Empty properties are a waste. They can cause nuisance and environmental problems. They can be the
focus for increased levels of crime, including drug abuse, and represent a significant loss of revenue for
the Council.

Empty properties make no sense to the public, neighbours, those in need of homes and in many cases,
the owners themselves. In properly dealing with empty properties the Council can help address the
Blaenau Gwent s current and projected housing needs by providing accommodation for owner
occupation or renting whilst at the same time reducing the risk of nuisance and environmental
problems. In some cases, demolishing and clearing unwanted and worn out old buildings may be the
best course of action.

Empty space above commercial units is also a wasted resource, particularly in town centres. Void
spaces above shops and offices can be converted into residential units where this need can be
demonstrated. This will also be a driving force to help the Council s aim of revitalising town centres.

Bringing empty properties back into use is a key element in the Council’'s Housing Strategy and
Operational Plan.

Why Bother with Empty Homes?

Empty properties are a blight on the community, deter investment, attract vandals and frequently are
the focus for more extreme forms of anti-social activity. Empty properties, even on a limited basis,
affect neighbouring properties by causing dampness, structural problems and adversely affecting the
value of the neighbouring property. Overall, the housing stock deteriorates at a higher degree if it is
empty

Empty homes, as well as their detrimental impact on neighbourhoods and adjacent properties,
represent a major financial loss to owners, both in terms of lost income and other expenses. Nationally,
Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors backed research has shown that it costs nearly £6,000 to keep a
property empty for a year. The bulk of which is rent loss but nearly a third are the costs of dilapidation,
security, insurance and the Council Tax liability.

Empty properties increase the local Council tax burden. Bringing back all private sector properties into
use would bring in additional revenue to the Council that could be used to extend essential housing
support and enabling services.

The commercial sector represents a particular area where properties are underused along with the
residential upper floors of retail premises. Both areas are difficult to negotiate back into use but the
Council has recognised that this is an area that could be exploited and used to improve the availability
of housing stock especially for firs t time occupiers or single people.




Whilst the number of empty homes in within the County Borough is relatively low as a percentage of the
total housing stock, each extra empty home represents:-

¥ a narrowing of the housing choice options for all the Borough s citizens;
¥, a potential blight on the neighbourhood;
¥ a magnet for vandalism and anti-social behaviour;

¥ an increase of the Council s waiting list;

¥ a lost resource through Council Tax.




2.0 Aims and Objectives of the Strategy

Aim of the Strateqy

The aim is to encourage homeowners and landlords to bring their vacant properties back into use. To
consider all the options available for tackling the problem of empty properties and to ensure that where
vacant properties are identified every effort is made to bring them back to a good standard and into
use.

Key Obijectives.

% To reduce the number of long-term vacant properties to provide affordable homes by making
use of existing housing stock.

¥ To minimise the impact of empty properties on the communities in which they are located.

¥, To offer advice and assistance to the owners of private empty properties, those who are looking
to develop empty properties and those who are experiencing problems living in the vicinity of an
empty property.

¥ To use the Council tax database to monitor and target empty properties

¥, To raise the awareness of empty property issues and promote a partnership approach to deal
with the issues.

¥ To work in partnership across the Authority and with external partners to drive forward the
implementation of this strategy.




3.0 The Empty Homes in Blaenau Gwent

In 2007 a Local Housing Market Assessment was carried out in the County Borough. This survey
suggest that over the next five years (until 2012) an additional 1250 dwellings will be required to meet
demand, around 250 dwellings per year.

Of these 1250 dwellings the Local Housing Market Assessment identified that 34% of these dwellings
would need to be some form of affordable housing. Of this 34%, to meet the needs of the community,
18% would need to be social housing, representing around 225 homes over the next five years

It was also recognised in the survey that the provision of additional dwellings should be across the
tenure and size mix. This conclusion fits in well with the aims of this strategy as evidence from the
Council Tax database confirms that current empty property mix is varied from single bedroom units to
large family size homes.

Council Tax data currently shows that there are 479 empty properties in the private sector within the
County Borough (June 2008). The figures can be broken down as follows:




The figure below shows the number of empty properties broken down by town within Blaenau Gwent

Figure 3A Number of Empty Properties — by Town June 2008 (Source: Council Tax Data)

No reliable data currently exists about the levels of empty properties above retail premises, mainly in
town centre locations. Part of the work of the Em




4.0 Tackling the Problem




There are strict requirements contained within the Data Protection Act 1998. The Empty Property
Working Group is mindful of those requirements and has consulted with the Chief Legal Officer. The
use of Council Tax records will be handled sensitively and in line with the protocol set out in the Data
Protection Act.

In addition to utilising the data already available a protocol will be established between the Council s
Void Property Inspectors and the Environmental Health Section.

4.2 Establishment of an Empty Homes Working Group

A working party of officers from the Council and external agencies will be established. Members of the
working group will be comprised of

(a) The Lead Empty Homes Officer

(b) Environmental Health Officers from the Housing Enforcement and Pollution Control Teams
(c) A Planning Enforcement Officer

(d) A Planning Policy Officer

(e) A Council Tax Officer

(H A Solicitor

(g9) The Affordable Homes Officer

(h) Representatives from the local Registered Social Landlords

() The Town Centres Managers

Each member of the group will not be expected to attend all meetings. Officers will be expected to
contribute to the group as and when their expertise is required.

The Working Group will initially prepare an action plan to target empty homes, including local
performance targets. As the strategy is implemented the group wi
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The Council recognises that some properties remain vacant because owners simply do not know how
to bring them back into use. Others are looking for advice and assistance on how to do just that. The
options available to empty property owners are contained in appendix 2. This information is a summary
of what is contained in the general advice packs.
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Blaenau Gwent CBC see Registered So
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4.6 Linking to other Corporate Strategies

The Council and its partners have identified key aims and objectives, which this Strategy links to, and
can play a part in delivering. The Council recognises that this strategy can only be achieved via
partnership working both internally and with our external partners.
Housing in general plays a key part in a number of corporate strategies. This strategy will help to
Council meets its corporate aims and objectives in a number of those strategies, including:

¥ The Blaenau Gwent Community Plan

% The Local Housing Strategy

¥ The Affordable Accommodation Strategy

¥ Homelessness Strategy

¥ The Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy

¥, Community Safety Strategy

¥ Unitary Development Plan

¥ The Healthier Future Strategy
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5.0 The Way Forward

The Empty Property Working Party has agreed the following action plan for the period covered by this strategy. It should, however, be noted that this

strategy is subject to change as financial, legal and political pressures and priority change locally and nationally.

In order to address the issues raised in this strategy the following objectives and tasks have been created by the Empty Property Strategy Working

Group:
Objective Task Target Date
Manage and Control Create a list of vacant properties from data sources September 2008
Information Produce reports and risk assess properties that have been vacant for longest

or those that are causing problems within the community to target for action
first

September 2008

Establish links with Council Tax to ensure that data on empty properties is up
to date.

September 2008

Raise Awareness

Create and publish web pages November 2008
Produce information packs for owners of empty homes March 2009
Promote strategy within Authority to elected members and senior April 2009

management.

Promote the strategy within the community through the press, the community
newspaper & information leaflets.

December 2009

Targeted Enforcement
Action

Provide prompt response to those empty properties open to unauthorised Ongoing
access.

Develop protocol for use of EDMO s August 2009
Develop procedures for use of Enforced Sale Powers October 2008
Develop of toolkit of enforcement options to use against properties identified | March 2009

as requiring intervention.

Use risk assessment method to identify properties for enforcement action

December 2008
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Objective

Task

Target Date

Develop partnership working

Januadmgidy sources of funding

Develop social housing grant with RSL s January 2010
Develop information sharing protocols January 2010
Develop protocol for linking property owners with builders, developers and January 2010

RSL s.
Establish links with other departments within the Authority to ensure
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Appendix 1

Enforcement Powers

Problem Legislation Power Granted Section
Condition and Section 215 To require owner to take necessary steps to improve the condition
appearance of | Town and and Planning
property Country appearance of the property. Where the owner fails to take action the Control
adversely Planning Act Council may undertake the work and an appropriate charge will be Section
affecting the 1990 imposed on the owner.
amenity of the
neighbourhood. | Enforced Sale: | If the Council carry out works as above, the Council can ensure that

Law of the costs of the work can be recovered for example through a charge | Neighbourhood

Property Act on the property. If the monies remain unpaid, the Council may force Services Team
1925 the sale of the property.

Legal Division
Compulsory Where all available avenues of action have been explored and have
Purchase: been unsuccessful, as a last resort the Council can use compulsory Neighbourhood
Housing Act purchase orders. These orders have to be approved by the Services Team

1985, section
17

Government Office and may be subject to public inquiry. The
Council s intention to use these powers will be communicated with
owners who would be given the opportunity to voluntarily take the
necessary remedial action to resolve the situation.

Disposal by the Council of a property subject to a compulsory
purchase order, would normally mean that the property would be
transferred for use as Affordable Housing. However, if this proves not
to be possible, it will be disposed of on the open market to an owner
who makes an undertaking to bring the property back into use as a
home.

Legal Division

Empty In specific circumstances for properties which have been unoccupied
Dwelling for a period of 6 months or more enables an authority, once approved | Neighbourhood
Management by a residential property tribunal, to issue an EDMO which results in Services Team
Orders: an empty property becoming re-occupied.
Housing Act
2007
Dangerous Building Act To require the owner to make the property safe (Section 77) or
Dilapidated 1984, Sections | enable the local authority to take emergency action to make the Building
Buildings or 77 and 78 building safe (Section 78). Control Section
Structures
Housing Act To require the owner to carry out works where the local authority
2004, consider housing conditions to be unacceptable, on the basis of the Neighbourhood

Section 5 and
7

impact of hazards on the health or safety of the most vulnerable
potential occupant.

Services Team

Enforced Sale: | See Above
Law of Neighbourhood
Property Act Services Team
1925

Legal Division
Demolition In certain circumstances the condition of the empty property will not
Order: warrant bringing it back into use will not be feasible and the most Neighbourhood
Housing Act satisfactory course of action will be to serve a demolition order. Services Team

1985, Section
265
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Compulsory Leasing

Empty Dwelling Management Orders (EDMOs) were introduced by the Housing Act 2004 and give the
Council the power to step into the shoes of owners and take over the management of properties that
have been left empty for at least six months. The Council can then do whatever it takes to bring the
property back into use. There are two types of orders, an interim EDMO and a final EDMO. An interim
EDMO is time limited but a Final EDMO may be granted, subject to certain conditions in which case the
local authority may continue to manage all the responsibilities normally undertaken by the owner for up
to seven years. EDMOs are essentially compulsory leasing.

Where there is no realistic prospect of bringing an empty property back into occupation other than
through enforcement, an order will be drafted for approval by the Residential Property Tribunal. The
Council will need to show that we have done all we can to contact the owner to work with them.

Where the Council obtains an EDMO, any costs incurred with improvements to the property will be
recovered from rents received when the property is let. However, we acknowledge it would not be
economically viable to pursue an EDMO where the property is in a particularly bad condition.
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Appendix 2 Options available to empty property owners

Our aim is to provide good quality and up-to-date advice and information to owners about all aspects of
bringing their empty properties back into use. Once ownership of a property has been established, the
Empty Property Officer will contact owners to find out what their intentions are. We will provide owners
with literature and information packs, advising them of the benefits of turning their empty properties into
homes and the options available to them. For example, an owner who wishes to retain the property
may wish to consider the following:

¥ Re-occupying the property themselves

¥, Letting the property through a letting/ management agent

¥, Letting the property and managing it themselves Landlord Accreditation will enable the owner
to run successful rental business

¥ Voluntary sale to private individual, property developer or Registered Social Landlord

The Council will monitor cases where the owner advises they will bring the property back into use
through one of the above means. Other options empty property owners will be asked to consider are
listed below:

Private Sector Leasing Scheme (PSL)

This scheme allows owners to lease their properties to the Council s managing agents/ approved
RSL s, who will in turn sub-let to homeless households. This removes the day-to-day management
responsibility and risk for the owner, who will be guaranteed rent for a specified period of time
irrespective of whether the property is let or not.

Housing Association Leasing scheme (HALS)

This scheme provides an opportunity for owners to lease their property to registered social landlords
(RSLs) for periods of three to five years, for which the Council gets nomination rights to the properties.
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Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council
Environmental Health Section
Abertillery District Office
Mitre Street
Abertillery
NP13 1AE
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