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1. Introduction

The Committee requested that some additional information be provided by the Overview and Scrutiny Officer for the Workshop session on abandoned vehicles. Given the other inputs to this workshop-style session, this is a short report which highlights practices from elsewhere and details some of the key questions being asked in other authorities.

2. Background

Abandoned vehicles is clearly a matter of great concern to Members and the community. The number of abandoned vehicles has increased markedly in recent years, partly as a result of the fall in scrap metal prices.

The Government has made some changes to assist local authorities in tackling this problem but it remains a hot topic for local authorities as they have a responsibility to deal with abandoned vehicles. As the scale of the problem has increased, authorities have tried various mechanisms to control the number of abandoned vehicles and deal with their removal. 

Of course, practices from elsewhere may or may not be appropriate for Carlisle  - for example, the approach adopted in an inner-London Borough may be out of scale with the problem here. 

3. Identifying Abandoned Vehicles

Identifying an abandoned vehicle is not as obvious as one might think. It relies on a number of factors, one of which is whether the vehicle is untaxed or not. But other considerations include the condition of the car – whether any of the tyres or flat or any of the windows broken – and how long the vehicle has been left there. Ultimately, it is a matter of judgement by the local authority as to whether or not a vehicle has been abandoned.

4. Removing Vehicles Promptly

From even a brief analysis of the policies in other authorities, it is clear that removing vehicles promptly is the key to reducing problems associated with abandoned vehicles. There are four parts to the time taken to deal with an abandoned vehicle:

(a) time taken for the authority to discover that the vehicle has been abandoned;

(b) time taken for the authority to investigate the vehicle, establish whether or not it is abandoned and affix a notice;

(c) duration of notice

(d) Following expiry of notice, time taken to remove the vehicle. 

The periods of notice are as follows:

· Abandoned vehicles that have some value can be removed immediately and the registered owner given 7 days to respond before the car can be destroyed.

· For vehicles that the local authority considers to have no value – the statutory notice period is 24 hours.

· If a vehicle is abandoned on private land the local authority can serve the owner with a 15 day notice, for which they have 15 days to object to the vehicle being taken away. 

Many authorities have concluded that affixing a notice to a car which is then left for any period is effectively an invitation to vandalise.  Indeed there is general acceptance that the longer a vehicle is left untended, the more likely it is that arson or other crimes will occur.  It is as a direct result of this that some authorities now remove all vehicles not on private land as soon as possible (e.g Northumbria, Birmingham, London Borough of Newham) – the vehicles are then kept in a pound until their status is established. Indeed, some authorities have acquired new pounds specifically so that they can take this course of action.

As a general point, Members should be satisfied that any arrangements will effectively minimise the time taken to complete (a), (b) and (d) above. Some of the specific issues relating to these periods are dealt with separately below.  As a general point, where authorities have adopted aggressive policies aimed at reducing vehicles quickly, there have been relatively few legal challenges from those whose vehicles have been removed.

5. Intercepting vehicles before they are abandoned: free or subsidised collection

Clearly, given the significant costs of dealing with abandoned vehicles, any measures which reduce the number of vehicles abandoned should be considered favourably.

Interestingly, some authorities (e.g. Cambridge) have considered it worthwhile to collect vehicles at the end of their useful life from their residents’ homes, thereby reducing the potential problem of abandoned vehicles. The service is either provided free or at a subsidised price providing the resident can provide proof of ownership and surrenders the registration document. ENCAMS (the organisation behind the Tidy Britain Campaign) is currently looking for local authorities to work with them, running two week ‘vehicle amnesties’. They argue that “although offering a free take back/collection service has a financial implication for local authorities, the cost of removing and storing abandoned vehicles far outweighs this cost”.

One possible source of abandoned vehicles is highlighted by Waltham Forest BC, which notes that circumstantial evidence suggests that “perhaps half of all abandoned vehicles are from car dealers or repairers. Vehicles that are found partially stripped, or containing trade refuse such as tyres, would seem to indicate that this is so.” This may highlight an alternative way of tackling the abandoned vehicles problem.
6. Unlicensed vehicles

It is important to distinguish between abandoned and unlicensed (also called ‘untaxed’) vehicles as the local authority has significant powers relating to the former but not the latter. As such, any efforts to tackle unlicensed vehicles must be carried out through or with the DVLA (Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency). 

Some authorities argue that unlicensed vehicles are the ‘seedbed of abandoned vehicles’ and have taken steps to crack down on owners. For example, the case for tackling unlicensed vehicles is made by Bracknell Forest BC:

The Police estimate that in around 80% of criminal acts involving cars, the car is untaxed. Naturally criminals wish to avoid detection, so tend to use untaxed cars, which have inaccurate and out-of-date records of ownership. It has been proven that when levels of untaxed cars are reduced there is a corresponding reduction in levels of car associated crime. On a more basic and neighbourhood level, it is often the case that the untaxed car is uninsured and without a current MOT. Recent reports from the insurance industry suggest that premiums may rise by £60 next year to cover the cost of claims arising from incidents involving uninsured vehicles. In effect, law abiding drivers will be subsidising those who choose not to pay their way. Finally, on a more practical level, the Council needs to consider the issue of parking provision on our older estates. We currently install additional parking spaces at a cost of £1200 per space. Removing an untaxed car will also generate a space, will cost less and will remove a burden from the neighbourhood. 

Some authorities have tried short-term ‘blitzes’ on unlicensed vehicles. These initiatives involve clamping unlicensed vehicles and removing them after 24 hours. Southampton City Council adopted this approach. The council argued that although the short-term costs were quite high, the costs of abandoned vehicles and arson meant that the scheme’s costs were easily recouped. Other authorities have tried similar schemes (Operation Cubit in Kent) but there are some doubts as to whether removing unlicensed vehicles has lead to the expected reduction in the number of abandoned vehicles.

As highlighted above, co-operation with the DVLA is the key for a local authority wishing to take action against unlicensed vehicles in its area. There is now the potential for local authorities to take ‘devolved powers’ from DVLA so that they can effectively tackle unlicensed vehicles. These devolved powers operate under a ‘code of practice’ and more than 25 authorities have so far chosen to take them up, with 50 more in discussions.

7. Information about Abandoned Vehicles

As noted above, the first step in dealing with an abandoned vehicle is the reporting of the vehicle itself. Clearly, this needs to be made as easy as possible for the public – many authorities have set up on-line reporting forms (e.g. Swansea, Allerdale) and others have opted for an abandoned vehicles hotline. Following this committee’s conclusion about the need for a streetworks hotline, a similar approach to abandoned vehicles information may seem appropriate.  It is, of course, particularly important that members of the public do not have to report a vehicle more than once before action is taken.

As well as making these mechanisms available, it is vital that they are well publicised so that people are encouraged to report a vehicle promptly. Similarly, if a clampdown or amnesty is planned, it is important to get the local press to report the fact. An example of good practice in this regard can be taken from Swansea – the council gave away 30,000 tax disc holders which had the hotline number on the reverse.

As well as the public reporting of vehicles, it is important that the council makes use of as many council officers and other public servants as possible. For example, postal delivery workers are likely to come across abandoned vehicles before others are even aware of them.  Similarly, community support officers are likely to come across vehicles.

8. Information Flows

Once the vehicle has been reported, we come to another of the accepted problems in dealing with abandoned vehicles. The range of organisations involved – the local authorities, DVLA, police and fire brigade – means that attention needs to be given to ensure that links between them are established and operate smoothly. 

Many authorities have previously reported delays in getting information from the DVLA and some councils have now installed electronic links to the DVLA so that a rapid check can be carried out to establish who the last registered keeper of the vehicle was.

9. Partnership Working

The point about information flows leads naturally on to a necessary emphasis on partnership working. In addition to the police, fire service and DVLA, co-operation should also be sought from the local housing associations. 

Beyond these organisations, there is also a potential to work with neighbouring authorities and the County Council. As an example of how larger scale working could be most effective, Maidstone’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee concluded that all the District Councils in Kent should work with Kent County Council to establish two teams of abandoned vehicle personnel, who would be employed to rotate around the County. In this way, each District within Kent would receive two ‘blitzes’ each year but would not have to fund a full-time team. Such a model could prove effective for Cumbria.


10. Costs

Simply collecting, storing and scrapping abandoned vehicles brings significant costs to the local authority. Against this, the links between abandoned vehicles and arson have already been noted. The cost of dealing with a vehicle arson is between £4000 and £10000. The obvious corollary to this is that anything that prevents vehicle fires is likely to bring a net saving.  

Nevertheless, the response to the abandoned vehicles problem needs to be appropriate in scale and cost-effective. There is some evidence from the places where short-term ‘clampdowns’ have been initiated that, towards the end of the period, abandoned vehicles start to ‘dry up’ (e.g. in Medway, after 8 weeks, very few more vehicles were being identified). Clearly then, any longer-term initiatives need to be designed so that they can respond flexibly to the overall scale of the problem at any time. Again, this may be an argument for working towards a Cumbrian approach to the problem with a team rotating around the County.

One way of reducing costs is to minimise the number of vehicles stored – for example, East Sussex County Council fast-tracks abandoned vehicles to breakers rather than store them at the Council’s Household Waste Site.

Some councils attempt to recover costs from the owners of vehicles. It is unclear whether it is cost-effective or not to prosecute the last owner of an abandoned vehicle. Bracknell Forest is one authority which claims to vigorously pursue owners under the Refuse Act and make it pay. Regardless of the costs for an individual case, there may be an argument for prosecuting some owners, so as to make an example.

The London Borough of Newham have tried blitzes on untaxed vehicles, and then looked to recover costs from the owner or from the sale of the vehicle. The chances of this being a cost-effective strategy are enhanced if vehicles of at least £1000 value are targeted. 

11. Policy Aspects

For proper scrutiny, it is important that the authority ends up with a clear statement of public policy on abandoned vehicles, setting out priorities and timescales.

To measure the effectiveness of any changes, targets and performance indicators are needed to measure improvement. Some authorities already have local indicators (eg Cambridge has ‘average time taken to remove abandoned vehicle (complaint to removal)) and the Audit Commission is currently consulting on a Best Value Performance Indicator for 2005/2006 on “% of abandoned vehicles removed within 24 hours of expiry of relevant notice period”. Members need to be satisfied that any local indicators established will effectively measure the improvement resulting from the change of policy.




What steps will be taken to minimise the time spent between a vehicle being abandoned and its removal


How can we work to minimise the number of vehicles potentially subject to vandalism or arson?








Have we considered free or subsidised collection of end-of-life vehicles from residents?


Have we investigated the possible sources of abandoned vehicles? 














Are we planning to take action against unlicensed vehicles?


Would ‘blitzes’ on unlicensed vehicles be effective?


Have we considered taking devolved powers from the DVLA?














What mechanisms will be available for the public to report abandoned vehicles?


Will there be a hotline?


How will we make sure that the policy is well publicised?


What efforts will be made to ensure that all relevant council officers (and other public servants) are encouraged to report seeing abandoned vehicles?














What procedures have will be established to make sure that the flows of information are as rapid as possible?


Will there be an electronic link to the DVLA?














Will Carlisle Housing Association be playing an active role?


How will the partnership arrangement work to ensure effective day-to-day co-operation? 


Has consideration been given to the most effective geographical area over which to work? Could a countywide scheme be used?














What are the long-term costs of the policy?


What happens if the number of abandoned vehicles starts to dry up?


What methods of recouping costs have been examined?














How will the abandoned vehicles policy be presented?


What targets and performance indicators will be used to assess the effectiveness of the policy?


What future involvement will Overview and Scrutiny play in reviewing the policy?
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