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Re-imagining Regeneration:
Empty and difficult to let homes


Summary of key points:


Empty homes can have a considerable blight on neighbourhoods, are a wasted resource and can have a negative impact on housing association assets. This briefing outlines approaches being taken to bring empty homes into use and minimise voids and explores some of the success factors of these initiatives.
· Approaches range from the provision of loans direct to landlords to refurbish their stock, to giving the local community a stake in making improvements through homesteading. In some cases, properties are remodelled to better reflect local need.
· There are successful initiatives that think about how voids are marketed to prospective tenants and make use of short-term occupation schemes to  help reduce the time properties are  empty.
· Initiatives are more likely to be successful where housing associations work in partnership with local authorities, private owners and community groups. 
· Initiatives that tackle the physical, social and economic factors affecting empty properties have the most lasting impact. For example, making use of apprenticeship schemes to refurbish properties and improving the local public realm add to the impact of the intervention. 
1. Introduction

Long term empty homes can be one of the considerable blights on areas needing regeneration.  Many housing associations operating in these areas are delivering programmes to bring empty homes back into use. This paper outlines some of the innovative approaches housing associations are taking. It covers work with private landlords and local authorities to tackle long-term empty properties and address low demand as well as action to reduce voids.
This briefing is the second in a short series exploring the nature and range of possibilities of interventions in areas of low demand. It is intended as the beginning of a dialogue with housing associations and other stakeholders to explore policy ideas and opportunities for housing associations to support regeneration in order to have the best possible impact in their neighbourhoods.

2. Bringing empty homes back into use
Empty homes greatly affect the image of an area affecting the value of nearby stock and making it harder to find and retain tenants. As such, despite short-term investment costs, there is a strong business case for housing associations bringing empty properties back into use.  In addition to improving the amount and the quality of housing supply new sources of revenue can be opened up. Tackling the blight caused by empty homes make assets more valuable, by increasing the attractiveness and value of a neighbourhood which in turn helps to make tenancies and communities more sustainable.

A range of approaches have been taken by housing associations to address the problem of empty homes blight in areas of low demand. Whether or not the properties are in their direct ownership the examples below demonstrate how housing associations have turned areas around through investment in empty homes. 
2.1 Homesteading

Homesteading is where empty properties are offered for a peppercorn sum in exchange for the occupants renovating the property. This type of scheme demonstrates the real potential of communities to take on risk and unlock value.
For example, Regenda Homes worked with Liverpool City Council to offer local residents and workers the chance to buy one of 20 vacant homes for £1 on condition they refurbished and lived in the property for at least five years. Over 20,000 applicants applied. The scheme is part of plans to bring 180 empty homes back into use in Grandy, Picton and Arnside areas of the city and is helping to generate a critical mass of improvements to spearhead regeneration.
Other organisations have provided a loan to occupants to carry out the refurbishment works. For example Stoke-on-Trent Council offered families empty homes for £1 alongside loans of up to £30,000 to pay for renovation works. The loans would be paid back over a period of time and recycled to use on other properties. The scheme was funded with a grant from the HCA and match-funded by the local authority.
The council also worked with Midland Heart Housing Association and the Empty Homes Agency to deliver a second initiative where residents were offered a 25% equity stake for £1. Midland Heart carried out structural works to houses and the new owner was expected to complete the internal renovations and live in the house as their sole home. The occupant paid a below market rent to the housing association, with the option of buying the house outright at a later date.
2.2 Refurbish and lease

With the help of grants through the HCA’s Empty Homes Programme and/or loans from local authorities and the National Empty Homes Loan Fund, housing associations have worked with private landlords to refurbish empty properties and lease them out at no upfront cost to the owner. Whilst access to suitable properties, landlord expectations over rent and mortgage restrictions have been barriers, where refurbishments have been completed homes have been successfully returned to use. 

Housing associations take on the management of the refurbished properties, retaining a management fee and recovering loan costs from the rent income. Where grant has been sufficient housing associations have been able to purchase the property outright.
Aksa Housing Association have successfully delivered a lease and repair scheme, providing grants to private landlords in Rochdale with funding from the Empty Homes Programme and the local authority. The scheme offered the owners of empty homes the chance to receive a rental income whilst ensuring that their property was refurbished to a high standard. In one case the owner of a property which was empty for 4 years now receives a guaranteed £250 a month for seven years.
2.3 Repair and sell
An alternative approach is making basic repairs to a property before selling it at a reduced cost.
For example, Riverside Housing Association’s Own Place initiative aims to help first-time buyers get onto the property ladder by selling rundown properties that are no longer economical to manage. Riverside makes basic repairs to ensure each property is structurally sound and mortgageable before selling them at a 25% discount on condition buyers remain as owner occupiers for a minimum of five years. This approach has helped bring 320 houses back into use and released £3.3million via the Recycled Capital Grant Fund for re-investment into existing stock and new homes. The model has been rolled out from Merseyside to Hull and will at a later date include Carlisle.
2.4 Remodelling

In some cases refurbishment or the offer of low cost ownership may not be sufficient to bring a property into use, for example where the homes are not of the right size or type to meet need. In such cases more substantial interventions may be needed.
The Woodnook regeneration scheme is a prominent example of this. The scheme is a joint venture between Twin Valley Homes and Place First, through which rows of derelict ‘two-up two down’ terraces are being refurbished and reconfigured to create 131 larger, more energy efficient homes. There will be a mix of 2, 3 and 4 bedroom homes for rent. It is hoped the reconfiguration, and the neighbourhood’s proximity to Accrington town centre, will better reflect local demand and attract working, low and middle income households into the area.
The scheme also includes a range of environmental improvements to improve the look and feel of the neighbourhood. These include a new public square and community garden. Funding is also being made available to bring empty shop fronts back into use.  

It is hoped the improvements will encourage neighbouring property owners to improve their own properties, bringing further investment to the neighbourhood.

2.5 Maximising social impact

In addition to bringing physical improvements to neighbourhoods, empty homes initiatives can also general social and economic impacts, through providing low cost homes, driving local growth and supporting local firms, creating jobs and giving young people a helping hand up the employment ladder.

For example, Coast and Country have provided apprenticeship opportunities as part of its programme of bringing empty properties back into use. In partnership with Redcar and Cleveland Borough Council, local unemployed, homeless and low-skilled were offered training and support to undertake the refurbishment works to the empty properties.

Birmingham University’s evaluation study of the Empty Homes Community Grants Programme highlighted the potential for more partnership working between housing associations and community led groups on these programmes, where housing associations can lend their development skills and procurement experience to build the capacity of smaller organisations who are grant recipients.

3. Difficult to let voids
There is growing concern amongst housing associations that in some parts of the country properties are getting harder to let and/or turnover and void periods are increasing. This not only results in lost revenue for housing associations but also increases the cost of marketing properties and securing tenants.

A range of factors could be causing this:

· Evidence suggests that the implementation of the bedroom tax is making large properties less attractive to prospective tenants. 
· The rising cost of energy and thus the increased cost to heat homes is also known to be a factor making larger homes harder to let.

· In some low value areas, there is increasing competition from private sector landlords whose market rents can be on a par or lower than target rents charged by housing associations. 
· Negative perceptions of neighbourhoods and/or the quality of housing association properties. This is a particular concern in areas with large volume of properties to let. 

· Some housing associations find that choice based lettings systems adds to these problems.
In response, housing associations have trialled a range of measures to make best use of their stock and minimise voids:

3.1 New approaches to marketing voids

Some housing associations have begun to use more creative ways of marketing their empty homes on websites such as Zoopla or at forums such as job fairs. For example Plus Dane ran a “Living Local Working Local” event where vacant properties were marketed alongside job and training opportunities.
Housing associations are also using online platforms to match tenants with properties. For example Aksa’s “Homes for All” and Midland Heart’s “Homes Direct” platforms provide a one-stop portal for prospective tenants to search and find property from a range of landlords. The West Midlands best Use of Stock (WMBUS) group’s  shared “Let’s Swap” website provides a mutual exchange platform for over 6,000 customers to help match people with a better suited property.
Marketing of voids could also better articulate the full benefits of renting a home from a housing association – for example a repair services and rent and tenancy stability. New residents could be attracted by landlords matching some offers that are available in the private sector, such as white goods, carpets or part furnishing to make the properties in less desirable areas more attractive.

3.2 Reducing running costs

There are asset management considerations to be made. Investing directly in the property to improve energy efficiency and counter the effects of rising energy prices could have long term benefits in improved letting times and subsequent void turnover. More substantial changes may also be a consideration to reconfigure properties so that they better match local demand. However this needs careful market analysis in order to distinguish long-term demographic changes that alter demand from market distortions caused by potentially short-term policy changes such as the bedroom tax.
3.3 Neighbourhood investment

Local area improvements such as investment in the public realm, infrastructure or business partnership initiatives could help turn around perceptions and improve demand; helping reverse cycles of decline. A neighbourhood improvement strategy that focuses on the whole place and includes a specific letting element can be more effective in improving an area and securing sustainable tenancies. Such neighbourhood investment also offers the possibility of improving community participation and developing pride in a poorly perceived area.
For example, New Charter Housing Trust attributes vacancy rate reductions (from 60% on Central Estate Dukinfield to less than 1% in just over a decade) to the introduction of a resident led green space programme in partnership with the Royal Horticultural Society.

3.4 Property guardians
Many housing associations are also utilising temporary solutions to filling voids whilst longer term actions are being considered or implemented. This includes short-term leases and property guardianship.
For example, Shepherds Bush Housing Association has experimented with a pool of residents who are willing to occupy vacant homes awaiting refurbishment for short periods of time. Tenants understand they have to move at one month’s notice but pay 40% less than target rent for the property. Westminster Housing Co-op delivers a temporary accommodation service using local authority and private landlord stock. There are also companies who offer property guardian services such as those previously mentioned.  Such approaches offer affordable accommodation to those not in priority need whilst also keeping the property secure and avoiding squatters. 

There are also organisations offering property guardian services such as Dot Dot Dot, which is a social enterprise initiative that aims to deliver social outcomes by requiring its guardians to undertake 16 hours of volunteer work in the community every month.

4. Success factors
Tackling empty homes is challenging and has risks, however the potential return to housing associations and communities are significant. Several factors can influence the success of initiatives:
· Many of the examples above highlight the value of joint working with local authorities, private landlords and community groups. 
· Local authorities are valuable partners as they have powers to compel landlords to take action on empty properties. They also benefit from funding generated directly from bringing empty homes into use, such as the New Homes Bonus and council tax revenue. S106 money may also be able to be accessed to fund work on empty homes.
· Councils with a dedicated empty homes resource are able to help housing associations identify and access privately owned empty properties. They are also better able to coordinate the work of different teams to support the delivery of regeneration. For example, putting in place local development orders to remove the need for planning consent for refurbishment works.
· Taking a wider view of empty homes will also deliver better outcomes. This includes addressing public realm, transport, social and economic issues which may be contributing to the problem. Joining up development, asset management and community investment functions within the organisation will help take this wider view and maximise impact. 
5. Further information 

For further information on this briefing or to feed into our research then please contact michael.carnuccio@housing.org.uk 
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