Mark Forbes
Planning Casework Manager
Government Office for the North West
City Tower
Piccadilly Plaza
Manchester    MI 1QB

3rd October 2007

Dear Mark, 

PROD: 14-18 Newsham Park (Prescott Drive) 

The Empty Homes Agency is an independent housing organisation with charitable status. We were formed in 1992. Our mission is to highlight the waste of empty homes in England and work with others to find sustainable solutions to returning them to use. 

The Empty Homes Agency successfully campaigned for the introduction of Empty Dwelling Management Orders (EDMO). They were introduced in the Housing Act 2004 and we have played a major role in their implementation. We produced a government endorsed guidance booklet and ran seminars and courses for local authorities up and down the country as part of the government’s Housing Act Implementation Programme.  

We believe that local authorities have a major role in reducing the numbers of empty homes in this country. With compulsory purchase and now EDMO powers, as well as grants and assistance to owners we believe local authorities are well equipped to carry out this task.  It is clear from the current government housing green paper “Homes for the Future” that the government agree. Much of chapter 4 is devoted to the issue, and in it the government states that it expects local authorities to adopt EDMO powers and increase the numbers of empty homes they return to use. 

Across England 85% of all empty homes are privately owned. In our view public authorities have in general improved their performance on leaving their own homes empty. Long term void rates in local authority and housing association housing have dropped and now run at a lower rate than the private sector.  

We accept that there are often good reasons why homes are left empty. Indeed a small number of empty and available to occupy homes are needed to facilitate mobility in the housing market. Homes may need to be taken out of occupation to enable renovation, or redevelopment works to take place. It is quite common for a change of ownership to result in a period of vacancy whilst the new owners prepare the property for their own needs. We also accept that in some housing markets with lower demand homes may take longer to let or sell and that even if they are marketed at a market level price a longer period of vacancy may result than in higher demand markets. 

Indeed the government acknowledges all of these reasons itself and has incorporated them into legislation that applies to empty homes. Empty homes that are uninhabitable are excepted from council tax for a period of 6 months (with local authorities having the discretion to extend this up to 12 months). This exception is intended to allow the owners a reasonable period of time to make the property habitable and get it reoccupied. 

All empty homes are excepted from EDMOs for a period of 6 months. The thinking again is that this period should be sufficient for most owners to return an empty home to use. Further exceptions, such as the death of the owner, apply to special circumstances where it might be expected that a longer period of time is needed to bring the empty home back into use. 

We have been aware of the empty homes on Prescott Drive for three years and have worked with a number of people to try and encourage the owners to return them to use. We have advised the Friends of Newsham Park and other organisations campaigning for their reuse and have met officials and elected members of Liverpool city Council in the hope of finding a solution. Regrettably it appears, without success. 

I visited the properties myself last March. I have seen many hundreds if not thousands of empty homes across the country through my work with the Empty Homes Agency, but in my view these properties were the most incongruous. The story of how they became and have stated empty is one of the most dispiriting we have heard. When I visited the properties they were in a poor state of repair. The gardens were deep with dumped rubbish, many of the architectural features of the houses had been removed, presumably looted, and there was widespread evidence of vandalism. Whilst some of the houses had been properly fenced off. Others had not. There was nothing to stop intruders walking straight into the houses, a dangerous invitation to adventurous children and petty criminals. Inside one of the houses there was evidence of drug taking, and small fires having been lit on the floors. The potential risk to those entering the house including children was obvious. The absence of any form of management of these properties was in my view negligent.

Our discussions with Liverpool City Council revealed that the council has owned them for many years and has passed the ownership of some onto its partner housing associations. The council had come to view the properties within the wider regeneration of this part of the city. Whilst it had received offers to buy the properties the council was not prepared to sell as it had no confidence that private owners would return the properties to use.

Why Prescott Drive needs to be considered within a wider regeneration context is not immediately obvious. The road abuts Newsham Park and with the exception of the houses under discussion is very attractive, very desirable and well-maintained area of the city. 

The Council could offer no explanation of why the properties were allowed to become empty or why the council has not returned them to use or maintained them in a safe manner.   Although the council have shown us plans of a proposed new development on the site of these houses it is unclear when work on this scheme might begin. 

In our view if these properties were privately owned there would be an overwhelming case for the public sector to intervene. They would not be excepted from council tax and I can see no reason why a residential property tribunal (RPT) would not issue a EDMO. In our view the case would not fall within any of the exceptions laid down by the legislation. Most successful EDMOs and compulsory purchase orders of empty homes we are aware of are for much less clear-cut cases than this. 

In our view the government’s approach to empty homes should be tenure neutral. Where private owners have clearly failed to manage their property and cannot demonstrate that they are able to bring their properties back into use in a timely manner the public sector should intervene. Where the public sector has clearly failed the reverse should be the case and properties should be returned to the private market if it is more likely that they will be returned to use by doing so. 

In our view the Liverpool City Council and it’s Housing Association partners have failed to manage these properties and have failed to bring them back into use within a reasonable time.  

Our concerns about these empty homes are three-fold.

1. Firstly the careless way in which these proprieties have been managed under the ownership of Liverpool City Council and its housing association partners has created a local eyesore. It detracts from what would otherwise be beautiful area of Liverpool. It has created a magnet for petty crime and a hazard for children. 

2. These properties represent a huge waste of housing. Whilst we accept the argument that there are areas of Liverpool where there is low demand for housing. This argument cannot apply to Prescott Drive. We see no other privately owned empty homes in this area, the park-side location and the quality of architecture of these buildings would in our view make them highly desirable if they were available to the market. There is a huge level of housing need in Liverpool. Keeping these homes vacant deprives those in need of housing. In 2005/6 there were 847 households accepted as unintentionally homeless and 249 households living in temporary accommodation.

3. Local authorities leaving their own homes empty seriously undermines the case for them to intervene in private sector housing. If local authorities are seen as unable to properly manage their own stock. The case for them to take control of neglected privately owned homes is seriously diminished. This case has already become a cause-celeb for those who campaign against housing market renewal and we believe that if it is not seen to be resolved quickly and fairly it will do lasting damage and weaken the government’s proposed role for local authorities in tackling empty homes

We urge the government to ensure this case is resolved quickly and these empty homes returned to use. On the evidence we are aware of we think this is most likely to be achieved by the Secretary of State ordering the disposal of these properties to the market.

With Best Wishes

David Ireland

Chief Executive

Empty Homes Agency 

October 2007
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