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1.0 Introduction

1.1 This report is an update for Members in light of the information that has been extracted from our most recent Local House Condition Survey, and the introduction of the new Housing Act 2004, which came into operation in April 2006.

1.2 The Housing Act 2004 introduced a number of new issues which require to be dealt with by the Housing Section, and include the introduction of the Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) (the minimum housing standard) which has replaced the now redundant Fitness Standard : and the introduction of a new licensing regime for Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO).

1.3 The HHSRS is a risk-based assessment of the condition of a house taking into account the risk to the most vulnerable person who could occupy the property.  In order to implement this new system, all inspectors have attended the approved training programme, and are now competent to administer the scheme.   Unfortunately, due to the complexity of the new HHSRS, the inspection process is more time consuming than an inspection under the previous Fitness Standard inspection, and this had had a knock-on effect on the number of inspections that can be carried out within the same timescale.

1.4 The introduction of the new definition of an HMO, and also the mandatory licensing scheme that the government has imposed on Local Authorities, has meant that all formerly exempt student accommodation have now fallen into the new definition.   This has required all LA’s to dispense with Registration Schemes (which we have had in Carlisle since 1998) and introduce a Licensing Scheme for all three (or more) storey properties, occupied by 5 or more persons, 2 or more of whom are unrelated.

Those properties that were previously within our Registration Scheme (66), are being “passported” into the new scheme, and this is currently underway.  All of the formerly Registered properties will have received an annual inspection to ascertain currently property condition details, and will eventually receive a license document.

In addition we have located a further 22 properties that were not previously Registered, 15 of which have now been licensed, with a further 7 currently being processed.  

We have enlisted the assistance of colleagues in Council Tax, to try to locate further properties that may be being used as HMO’s in order that they can be inspected, and included in the Licensing Scheme.

The current inspection regime is on-going, prioritising the inspection of high risk properties, but also dealing with student accommodation as it comes up for annual inspection.  Two storey student accommodation, although now classed as HMO’s, are less of a risk than the Licensable HMO’s and as a consequence, do not require to be licensed, and require less onerous fire precautions than the 3 storey properties.

1.4.1 Unfortunately, the introduction of this new HMO definition, and the Licensing Scheme, has caused friction between the City Council and the North Cumbria Landlords Association (NCLA), but we have been in constant dialogue with the Association, who are contesting our legal right to inspect student accommodation.  To this end, we have taken legal advice, and this has confirmed that what we are doing is part of our duty/power under the new legislation.

We content that we have a duty to inspect under the Act, to ensure that minimum housing standards are being met, as well as a duty to consult the Fire and Rescue Service in terms of fire precaution requirements.  This is currently under discussion with the Association, and we will continue to inspect until legally challenged.

2.0 Empty Homes

2.1
Due to pressure on staff, it has not been possible to take forward work on this particular issue.  The introduction of the new Housing Act has placed new duties on existing staffing resources, such as the HMO work, and we have had to prioritise our time accordingly.  We still continue to investigate problem properties where complaints are received, but cannot, at this time, consider pro-active work in this area.

There are a considerable number of empty properties in the district (approx. 1500, including Second/holiday homes : those being refurbished etc.) with probably a “hard core” of around 400/500 that could be targeted to re-introduce onto the property market.  These are possibly standing empty for no particular reason, apart from the fact that the owner does not have the inclination to let them out, or they require some modernisation before being re-let.

In order to try and progress this issue, it is intended that a report is presented to Executive on how to tackle these particular properties, by offering incentive to owners, and by tying them into nomination rights to the Council, to justify the incentive.

3.0
Home Improvement Agency (HIA)
3.1
The City Council has contributed to the running of the HIA since the early 1990. It was set up to assist vulnerable people to access grant assistance for such things as Disabled Facilities and Renovation Grants.  It provides a valuable service to vulnerable groups, resulting in improved housing and living conditions for many people, assisting in accessing reputable builders, making application for grant assistance, obtaining private funding for non-grant eligible work etc.


The agency is part funded by the City Council, partly by Supporting People and partly out of the Capital Programme, by way of fees for acting on the customers behalf in making a grant application (similar to any other agent who would make an application to the Council for grant assistant).


The Agency is run by Anchor Staying Put, a National organisation, who also run 4 other Agencies in Cumbria, which carry out a similar function to the one in Carlisle.

3.2 The funding regime for the HIA will come under pressure in 2007 due to the fact that we will be unable to match fund the Supporting People (SP) contribution.  SP contribute £35,000 to the HIA which in the past two years has been matched by a similar Capital Sum from the City Council.  Only £13,000 of revenue funding is available on a recurring basis from the City Council, therefore a one-off Capital Sum was paid to the HIA to meet the shortfall of £22,000/annum.

This facility will not be available in future, and a report will be presented to Executive for consideration within the next few week, as to how to ensure the work of the HIA can continue.

4.0       Decent Homes

4.1
The Standard

1. The house should be above the minimum standard for housing i.e the Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS)

2. It should be in a reasonable state of repair.

3. It should have reasonably modern facilities (such as kitchen, bathroom and services), and

4. Be provided with a reasonable degree of thermal comfort.

4.2
The latest House Condition survey indicated that the most prevalent cause of a house failing the minimum housing standard was due to lack of thermal comfort.  Even taking into account the extensive work carried out by the Private Sector Housing team, which includes the Energy Efficiency Advice Centre (EEAC), there are still a considerable number of households living in Fuel Poverty (i.e having to spend 10% or more of their income on fuel).

4.3
In order to alleviate this problem, it was decided that, at the time the energy efficiency contractors were inspecting a property for energy saving measures, they would also inspect for problems relating to the HHSRS.

A proforma was prepared (a single side of A4 with a tick box format that could be easily filled in by the surveyors), and after some initial training, the surveyors started their inspections.  Not only did this provide valuable information to the EEAC to enable them to target work on those vulnerable people who were living in Fuel Poverty, it also gave us much needed information on the condition of the remainder of the house.  We could then target these properties, which were occupied by vulnerable people, for grant assistance through Renovation, Minor Works or Disabled Facilities Grants.

4.4
To date over 1000 properties have been inspected, resulting in £300,000 being provided in the way of energy efficiency measures, and approximately 140 referrals being made to the Private Sector Housing Team to take forward for possible grant assistance, or advice, on other matters relating to the Decent Homes Standard.


Each individual property owner has been provided with a grant enquiry form, which they have been asked to complete, in order to ascertain if they would like any additional help by way of grant assistance, to bring their properties up to the minimum housing standard.

4.5
In this way, we will; (a) continue to target vulnerable people, within our finite budget and staffing resources; (b) reach our targets in respect of the number of Non-Decent Homes, made decent by 2010/11; and (c) continue to take forward our Statutory Housing function, to improve the housing stock in the area.

5.0      Group Repair Scheme

5.1
In recent years, a number of successful Group Repair schemes have been complete, resulting in the improvement of whole streets of mainly terraced properties.  (Hassell Street; Harold Street; Petteril Terrace).  This has not only resulted in an improvement of the external fabric of the actual buildings, but has meant a general improvement of the environment around the buildings as well.

Over the past couple of years, due to a number of factors, we have not implemented any Group Repair scheme, but in this current year we are proposing to re-introduce this type of scheme.

We are currently working with colleagues in Community Services to draw up proposals for two schemes in Denton Holme (Garfield Street and Westmoreland Street), with a view to involving as many property owners as possible, to make sure the schemes are viable.

5.2 There is, unfortunately, a long lead-in time to the implementation of this type of scheme, due to the amount of work involved in setting up a Project Board; surveying the properties; getting owners to sign up to the scheme and make a contribution to the proposals; appointing surveyors and implementing the tendering process.

However, we are on track to have the contract awarded to the successful contractor by mid-February, and work should be started on site shortly thereafter.  The first scheme to be implemented will be Westmorland Street.

5.3 The work will involve Re-roofing, new guttering and downpipes, new windows and doors, re-pointing brickwork etc, concentrating on the external envelope of the building only, leaving the owner to deal with internal issues.

It is intended that this type of scheme will develop into a rolling programme with a number of schemes being developed over the next 4 years, as budgets permit.

It would be of assistance to the Private Sector team if Members, who know of particular streets that might benefit from this type of action, could made the team aware of the location.  We will then investigate, and assess if it would be feasible.  We are constantly assessing the district ourselves, when out on inspections, to ascertain which properties might fit within this type of scheme, but Members input would be of great assistance.

6.0       Flood Recovery

6.1
The funding received by the Private Sector Housing Team for the above has been allocated to a number of different projects, and is nearing completion.

6.2 The Local House Condition Survey was completed in 2005, providing comprehensive information on the condition of the housing stock in the area, including specific information in the flood zone.  This has been used to inform the Housing Strategy, and will continue to influence the work that we do in the Private Sector in relation to Grants, Empty Homes, Decent Homes etc.

6.3
The Floor Resilience Pilot Scheme has 3 properties to finish, but this is reliant on Listed Building content, and is consequently taking longer than expect.  However the vast majority of the work was completed in March 2006, and a Mock Emergency exercise was carried out in July to test both the Environment Agengy’s (EA).

Floodline procedures, and also the ability of householders to deploy the door, window and air-brick guards.  A number of teething troubles with the EA’s notification system were encountered, but they have worked on this, and are confident that they have the correct procedures in place, should a ‘real’ emergency occur.

6.4
The vast majority of people who had the products installed are delighted with them, and indeed, a number of people who were not in the scheme have enquired about the products for their own properties.

6.5 The Uninsured properties that were identified as part of the recovery process, have been assessed, and there are only three properties remaining within this scheme.  The remainder were either renovated by the owners from their own funds, were assisted by friends and family to get there property back to its original condition, or sold the property in its post flood condition.

6.6
Thermal Comfort work was carried out within the flood affected area to assist those people to improve their properties.  Cavity wall and loft insulation were the main two measures that were installed, helping to reduce energy consumption within the property and improve the energy efficiency.
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