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	CLUSTERS OF EMPTY HOMES - FUNDING


Report of the Director, Economy & Environment
1. ISSUE
1.1. A successful bid has been made to Government for funding to bring 130 empty homes around Halifax Town centre back into use.

1.2. Technically, the funding has been allocated without a ringfence but may only be used towards capital expenditure ‘in accordance with regulations made under section 31 of the Local Government Act 2003’
2. NEED FOR A DECISION
2.1. Cabinet approval is needed because this is an addition to the approved Capital Programme.
3. RECOMMENDATION
It is recommended that Cabinet recommend to Council: 
3.1. that the £599,967 funding allocated from Government to bring 130 empty homes in clusters around the Halifax Town Centre back into use is utilised for that purpose and included within the Council’s capital programme.
4. BACKGROUND
4.1. The problems caused by empty homes have been well documented in recent years. They attract criminal and anti social behaviour and are clearly a wasted resource in terms of available housing.

4.2. Calderdale Council produced an empty homes strategy in response to this in 2010, providing a framework for co-ordinating action to bring back empty homes into use. 
4.3. Since then, Council Tax discounts have been removed for owners of empty homes and a programme of assistance, advice, and occasionally enforcement action, with regard to empty homes has been put in place.  The number of empty homes in the Borough empty for more than 6 months has subsequently reduced from more than 2,500 to 1750, a 30% reduction in a three year period.

4.4. Around the centre of Halifax, however, there are still high levels of empty properties. In the Lower Super Output area which includes the town centre and immediate surrounding there are at least 400 empty dwellings, a third of the total dwellings. In addition an Urban Capacity Study carried out in 2006 indicated that there are some 470 dwellings which could be provided above empty shops in Halifax. 

4.5. Central Government has recently recognised the national issue and potential for bringing empty homes back into use and has included this in the National Housing strategy – Laying the Foundations. From this, funds have been made available in a number of ways, which may be beneficial in delivering the local empty homes strategy. 
4.6. Every home brought back into use or converted from space above shops will attract the equivalent of 6 years worth of Council tax in New Homes Bonus grant from Government.  This gives a potential payback to the Council, of at least £1,000 per property each year.
4.7. Together Housing, Connect Housing and Fresh Horizons have all been successful in making bids for funds to bring a number of homes back into use in Calderdale and are working closely with Calderdale Housing Services to identify appropriate homes and funding packages.

4.8. Additionally the Council’s Housing Service has made a successful bid directly to Government for funds to concentrate efforts on bringing empty homes around Halifax Town centre back into use. A sum of £599,987 has been allocated with the expectation that it will be match funded locally. 
4.9. Match funding is expected to come from a variety of sources. For example, where properties are to remain in private ownership, owners will be expected to provide match funds. If properties are to be renovated prior to sale or let they may be able to access a loan from Council funds held at Calderdale Credit Union for bringing empty homes back into use. There may also be occasions when the funds mentioned in 4.7 could be utilised.
4.10. It is proposed that the funds are deployed in a flexible manner with recycling of funds wherever possible through the use of loans to bring properties back into use. This will ensure that following the delivery of the 130 homes back into use in Halifax, further funds will be available to bring other homes back into use in other parts of the Borough. This may not always be possible, and some grant funding may be necessary.
4.11. There are many advantages in bringing empty homes back into use in the town centre connecting to economic and spatial strategies of the Council. In particular funds spent on building works will provide employment for local construction companies, bringing in further benefits to the wider economy. 
5.   OPTIONS
The options are:
5.1.   Utilise the funds that the Government has made available for bringing clusters of empty homes back into use.

5.2.   Do not deploy funds received for the clusters programme.  Government is likely to try to clawback funding disbursed and withhold further funding in such an eventuality. Government would also be likely to consider further funding applications in a less favourable light
6.   CONSULTATION
6.1.   Owners were invited to an empty homes event at the Town Hall at the end of September 2012 and letters sent to all known owners of empty properties in the areas defined within the cluster funding bid. Feedback has been generally positive.
7.   FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS
7.1. The Government announced in November 2011 that £50m would be made available nationally under the Cluster of Empty Homes Fund in addition to the £100m already available under the Affordable Homes Programme. Calderdale’s successful bid for resources under the Cluster of Empty Homes Fund has resulted in a grant award to the Council of just under £600k.
7.2. The grant was awarded in support of an application to bring 130 empty properties back into use in Calderdale but technically as an un-ringfenced grant could be used for other capital purposes. 

7.3. The application is subject in principle to providing match funding but should not require any further capital expenditure by the Council.

8. CONCLUSION
8.1. Having identified a problem of empty homes around the Halifax Town centre, this fund offers an opportunity to tackle the issue.
8.2. Bringing empty homes back into use should 

· Assist struggling residential property and shop owners, 

· Provide work for construction companies,

· Enlarge the population living in and near the Halifax Town centre, 

· Address and prevent complaints about nuisance empty homes
	Ref:    
	Ian Gray

	Date:  30 October 2012
	Director – Economy & Environment


___________________________________________________________________

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION ON THIS REPORT CONTACT:
DOCUMENTS USED IN THE PREPARATION OF THE REPORT:
Calderdale Empty Homes Strategy
Calderdale Local Improvement Plan

Halifax: Streets ahead
Calderdale Housing Strategy (draft)

Halifax Master Plan

UDP 2006

Laying the Foundations: A Housing Strategy for England
DOCUMENTS AVAILABLE FOR INSPECTION AT:
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Calderdale Project Plan

Background

The area targeted with this bid is largely focused on one lower super output area,
Calderdale O08E where over 30% of all residential property is empty. This includes some
buildings of historical significance e.g. the Streets in the sky above the Borough Market as
well as many small back to back terraces, shared accommodation and flats to the south of
Halifax town centre.

This area ranks within the worst 10% of LSAs in the Country on the Index of Multiple
Deprivation and the proportion of empty homes have been rising at a time when it is falling
elsewhere in the Borough.

In addition there is a further cluster nearby to the West of Halifax on the edge of Manor
Heath. Centred on an abandoned estate of low rise flats owned currently by the local
hospital trust.

Investment in Halifax Town Centre fits well with the empty homes strategy, the Local
Investment Plan LIP), the masterplan for Halifax produced by BDP, the Housing Strategy
and also with plans supporting the local economy and the UDP.

Match funding will be achieved from a variety of sources to suit the circumstances of the
properties and will include both private and public sector investment. Where appropriate
Green Deal, Eco and any other energy efficiency funding available will be utilised to
renovate properties to a good standard.

Working in established relationships with registered providers, Connect Housing and
Pennine Housing 2000 and a social enterprise, Fresh Horizons will link this project into the
wider empty homes programme in the Borough.

Clusters

In Halifax Central

Halifax elevated housing, up to 50 homes to be brought back into use
South Central Halifax, up to 50 homes to be brought back into use

In Town Centre East

Manor Heath, up to 30 homes to be brought back into use

Strategic fit

UDP — The Urban Capacity Study carried out prior to the completion of Calderdale’s 2006
UDP indicated that there are some 470 dwellings that could be provided above shops in
Halifax town centre. It describes the economic advantages in promoting the use of this
space while relieving some of the pressure for development on green field sites. As part of
the plan for developing the town centre it highlights ‘encouraging residential uses within the
town centre and improvements to the residential amenity of areas within the centre’





Halifax: Streets ahead — A masterplanning document, developed in partnership with
Yorkshire Forward as part of the Urban Renaissance programme, Town Teams. This
document sets out a long term plan for re-generation of Halifax Town Centre and is led by a
wide consortium of local business people. The initial Charter for Halifax states “New homes
must be created across the town centre and it will become a good place to live as well as to
shop and to work and to spend leisure time”

LIP — The Local Investment plan has just been approved an adopted by Cabinet and
includes a section within it about the importance of bringing back empty homes into use. It
is seen as an important contribution to meeting the overall housing needs in Calderdale.

Housing Strategy (draft) — The new housing strategy includes a section about the
strategic importance of tackling empty homes in the Borough. The strategy also discussed
the importance of area based intervention to prevent the downward spiral of a
neighbourhood of which clusters of empty homes are often a symptom.

Empty homes strategy — The strategy has been adopted by Cabinet and has been given
their full support. As an illustration of the support from Council members, the Councils cross
party Economic Task Force allocated £175,000 to provide loans to owners of empty homes
via the Calderdale Credit Union to pilot a new method of bring empty homes back into use.
The strategy has been important in setting out a process for escalating intervention from a
supportive role to owners right through to enforced sale of properties, it has been the
catalyst for bringing together a multi-agency and multi-department approach to tackling
empties and sharing intelligence.

This strategy comments on the negative impact causes by both individual and clusters of
empty homes.

Halifax Master Plan — Sets out the vision for residential and mixed use development
around Halifax’s unique commercial core. It highlights the potential for homes above retalil
establishments including the Borough market.





Plan for each of the clusters

Halifax elevated housing — There are many disused flats above shops and others that

have unused space that could be used for accommodation. The plan is to bring into use 50
homes in the town centre, providing accommodation for approximately 100 people.

An officer has been investigating this issue in Halifax and other town centres for the last 18
months and has found that the most common hurdles to making use of the spaces are:

Lack of separate entrance to the upper floors from street level.

Issues with funding works to create separate access

Larger companies don’t want to manage tenancies - they are not landlords
Insurance and security issues with having a tenant living on the premises
Practical issues such as complying with Building and Fire Regulations

However, there are obvious wins for shop owners to maximise the return on their premises,
especially in the economic downturn where profit margins are squeezed.

By renting out the space above the shop, outgoings are reduced in terms of Council tax or
business rates (depending on the current rating) and transformed into a regular income
stream in rents. By carefully choosing tenants there will also be additional positive
outcomes for owners in having a pair of eyes over the shop and general street scene during
evenings, holidays and weekends.

There are properties of architectural importance in this cluster, built at the peak of the boom
in Halifax’s industrial history with monumental masonry features and some grade 2 and 2*
listed buildings. There is potential here to turn the town centre around to become the place
to be. Bringing life into the town in the evenings, using the restaurants, theatres and bars

Deliverability here is likely to take a little longer than in the other two clusters as ownership
and property condition is diverse. Although it is anticipated that there are some quick wins,
overall it is likely that this would be the last cluster to complete delivery of 50 homes back
into use.





Initial contact has been made with many of the owners due to a pilot project run over the
last 18 months to bring back empty shops into use. The Council itself owns some 5 empty
homes, 4 which are not in use and one which is likely to be separated from the shop below
to become available as up to 4 dwellings. These are all on a ‘street in the sky’ above the
Borough Market. Large properties which would make terrific accommodation in the heart of
the town centre.

There are many more potential private dwellings above shops than are listed in the Council
Tax data as some are included in the business premises rather than currently as a dwelling.

Although there are issues to overcome, such as the separation of business from dwelling,
the owners are receptive to the arguments in terms of financial advantage. The drivers for
deliverability here are slightly different to the other clusters, but if the financial case stacks
up for individual owners and the tenancy management issues are passed to a registered
provider the main hurdles can be overcome.

Work will concentrate on forming separate access from the shops below, making sure that
security, fire and sound issues are addressed as part of the works. Properties will be
insulated to maximise the energy efficiency and minimise fuel costs.

Costs would be variable from very little work needed to large restoration works providing
accommodation for more than one household. It is likely that the properties would be rented
at market level rents rather than sold, meaning finance would be slightly slower to recycle,
perhaps over a 3-5 year period.

The Halifax Elevated Housing element of this project fits particularly well with the recent
Portas report recommendations on measures to re-investigate the High Street. The project
can improve retail viability through bringing additional income and footfall to Halifax town
centre.





South Central Halifax — This area is an easy stroll into the centre of Halifax and
connecting rail network. The empty homes in this area are largely stone terraced housing,
some small houses will be targeted for single household use and some larger ones may be
more suitable for splitting into separate apartments or shared occupation. It is envisaged
that there will be a flexible approach in this area as different owners will have different
aspirations. The plan is to bring back or provide 50 homes in the cluster, providing
accommodation for approximately 100 people.

Funds will be needed in all cases to bring the properties up to habitable standards, but will
be made on a loan basis for repayment at point of sale or by a repayment from the profit on
rents. Green Deal and Eco will be utilised wherever possible to supplement the funding.

Although there are many empty houses owned by many individuals in this area of Halifax
there are some where negotiations are quite advanced, giving confidence to the
deliverability of a scheme in this area.

One patrticular street of very large terraces is in the ownership of one family where 34
individual apartments are empty and in need of renovation. The properties are very striking
and attractive Victorian, stone construction and each has been converted into apartments
with one having as many as 9 flats.

The main barrier has been the cost of the work required to bring all the flats up to habitable
standard. In the past, we have focussed on two houses, with 3 and 4 flats in each and
have looked into the detail of the work required and the cost.

In terms of deliverability this particular scheme is almost ready to go. As there is one owner,
it removes many of complexities around getting several parties to agree to a scheme.
There is an established dialogue and it is likely that on completion this owner would look to
find a buyer or management organisation as he is planning his retirement.

The properties in this area will cost from £10,000 to £20,000 each to restore to habitable
use. The flats discussed above are at the top end of these costs, however, the funds will be
recycled from one phase to another over the course of the project by prioritising those to be
returned to use via a sale rather than to rent.





Manor Heath — Properties here need very little or no investment in the fabric of the

buildings.

The owners of the empty homes are known to the Authority and detailed discussions have
been on-going with the owner of the majority of the homes in the cluster, the local NHS
Trust. There are 21 empty flats, together on one site, owned by the NHS Foundation Trust,
and a handful of other empties near-by. In the last year the flats have started to attract
unwanted attention and have been boarded up and fenced off.

These flats are within a primary housing area where very little affordable housing exists.
Their proximity to the town centre, transport links and local amenities would support low
carbon, sustainable living.

Contact will be made with the owners of other empty flats and houses in the neighbouring
streets to assist with the marketing of the properties. Introductions will be made to support
providers such as Calderdale Smartmove, a local charity who work intensively with people
at risk of homelessness to support them in private tenancies.

By assisting with introductions to the right tenants and supporting the tenancies, these
homes should be brought back into use relatively easily as private market rents and
affordable rents. Lofts and cavities would be insulated quickly to utilise CERT funds prior to
the closure of the scheme.

We have also outlined proposals for the future use of the flats, encouraging the
development of co-operative housing. Existing models show that this type of housing can
provide an alternative form of affordable housing, allowing residents to take more control
over decision making resulting in more pride being taken over where they live. It can
particularly lend itself well to providing accessible accommodation, in a supportive
environment for older people, single parents and key workers.

Other flats are vacant in the neighbouring streets, these are less problematic and the
intervention to bring these back into use will take the form of finding and offering suitable
tenants, guaranteeing bonds and investigating management transfer to a registered
provider for a period of time to bring some into use as affordable tenancies.





Equalities and diversity

Some of the houses identified in the South Halifax cluster, are in the locations favoured by
South East Asian families where there is an identified need for large properties, for
households with extended families. There is a shortage of large, affordable family homes to
buy in this area of town. A recent new build social housing scheme, of large family homes,
in this area, could have been let many times over, and many expressions of interest to
purchase these properties were received.

Calderdale Council currently offer a Relocation Service to help people find more suitable
properties to meet their needs, such as properties on the ground floor, or all on one floor,
accessible and adaptable when their own homes may not be. Around 150 families have
used this service, and feedback from these households shows very positive outcomes.

Wherever practical, homes will be renovated to a standard so that the homes brought back
into use will be suitable for people with mobility issues without further adaptations needed.
This will help to increase the number of homes available for people with disabilities and in
some cases Wwill enable people waiting for adaptations to move to more suitable
accommodation.

Wherever possible owners will be introduced to registered provider's to ensure that
allocation and housing management takes place in an open and fair system. Registered
providers in the area allocate properties via Key Choice, Calderdale’s choice based letting
scheme, which will offer a fair and accessible route to the new affordable housing. The
Council also offers tenancy support to ensure the success of tenancies and held by
vulnerable people.

The cluster of empty properties identified in Manor Heath, owned by the NHS, could bring
much needed affordable housing, into an area where there is very little in existence already.

Current and planned benefit regulation changes are putting an accent on the fit between
property size and household need. Smaller properties (eg above a shop) will assist tenants
having to downsize as a result of reduced benefit eligibility.

Value for money
Each cluster has different needs in terms of bringing properties up to a decent standard
ready for re-occupation.

The Council has already pioneered a recycling fund for loans in partnership with the local
credit union, this would be utilised for those properties being renovated for sale prior to
occupation. The Council has been building up a good practice of enforcement activity in
empty homes work, and this will be important in supporting the clusters approach to
returning empty homes back into use in Halifax Town Centre.

The Council recognises the complexity of the work to bring back empty homes into use.
This is reflected in the intention to use a variety of tools including partner organisations in
delivering this project. All methods are intended to both bring the dwelling into occupation
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as well as recycling the funding for reuse elsewhere, giving added value for money
deployed.

Likely delivery models are:

e Lease from owners, Social enterprise to renovate and rent through a registered
provider, then sell at the end of the lease dividing the profits between the owner and
funding partners

e Renovate by the current owner borrowing against the funding and their own capital
with a view to selling to repay the loan

e Renovate by the current owner borrowing against the funding and their own capital
with a view to renting to repay the loan

e Purchase, renovate and sell to recycle funds,

e Purchase, renovate and rent out at full market rents via a partner with funds cycling
slowly back through a percentage of the rents

e In limited cases, enforce repair works, carry out works in default by social enterprise,
enforce sale of property

The works themselves will be largely carried out by Fresh Horizons, a local social
enterprise working across Calderdale and Kirklees who have a track record and
commitment to employing and training local residents. This provides good value as the
organisation is not for profit and has proved very competitive against private contractors.
Cost benchmarking and tendering of a proportion of work will be used to ensure best value,
and to support local contractors.

The homes provided would be a mix of affordable rents, market rents and market purchase.

Match funding will be provided by owners taking commercial loans, direct investment into
their stock, the contribution of the use of the properties for the period of a lease and the
utilisation of funds from Green Deal and ECO.

Council funding will be available from the recycled funds already committed and held by the
Calderdale Credit Union for bringing empty homes back into use, further commitment will
be sought if needed. This will be recycled alongside the clusters funding and supplemented
with funds used to carry out enforcement action where needed.

It is envisaged that the average cost of bring a dwelling into use will be around £10,000,
funded through the clusters funding and matched from private finance or from the Council.
All funding will be via loans rather than grants in order to recycle it so that funds are
available for bringing further dwellings back into use.

Attachments
Plans of clusters
1. Clusters - Halifax, South and Elevated
2. Clusters — Manor Heath
Data from Council Tax, addresses and how long empty, sorted by colour into the three
clusters

Please note as in expressions of we will be working with Together Housing and Connect
Housing as well as various private landlords, the spreadsheet doesn’t expand to cover this.
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