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To: HOUSING AND SOCIAL WORK SERVICES
COMMITTEE

From: HEAD OF HOUSING SERVICES

Date: 23 April 2015 I Ref: EMcH/PH

1. Purpose of Report I Introduction

Subject: EMPTY HOMES OFFICER / TOWN CENTRE
EMPTY HOMES FUND

The purpose of this report is to seek approval to create a post of Empty Homes Officer to
help bring empty homes back into use, including implementing the council's Empty Homes
Purchase Scheme which has a budget of £1 m in 2015/16. Approval is also sought to submit
a bid to the Scottish Government's Town Centre Empty Homes Fund to help fund the cost of
converting the Coatbridge library for housing use.

2. Background

2.1. In October 2013 the committee agreed to the creation of a shared service
arrangement with South Lanarkshire Council and the Scottish Empty Homes
Partnership to appoint an Empty Homes Officer for an initial period of one year. The
post was part funded by the Scottish Government (f20,000) and managed by the
Scottish Empty Homes Partnership. The current Shared Service Arrangement will
end in June 2015, although the Scottish Government has indicated it would be
prepared to continue to make a reduced contribution of £10,000 for a further year.

2.2. The council is in the process of preparing a new Local Housing Strategy (LHS) to
cover the period 2016 − 2021. As part of the new LHS guidance there is a
requirement that the LHS should outline the extent of the problem of empty homes in
the area and the council's strategy for bringing empty homes back into use. The LHS
should also identify the council's approach to town centre regeneration and the
potential to use empty properties in town centres to help meet housing need and
demand.

2.3. It is estimated that there are over 1,400 long term (6 months or more) empty
properties across North Lanarkshire. The Empty Homes Officer has been working to
develop an Empty Homes database, informed by council tax records and information
from the private sector housing team, to help develop a more accurate assessment of
the extent of empty properties in the area and co−ordinate action to address the
problem.

2.4. From 2014/15 the council has been using new powers to charge an additional 100%
council tax levy on properties that have been empty for 12 months or more. Where
owners are actively marketing their property this period is extended to two years.
The purpose of the levy is to encourage owners of empty properties to bring their
properties back into use.

2.5. It is important that the council is supporting owners to bring empty homes back into
use, particularly where it is imposing an additional charge on empty home owners.
The Empty Homes Officer has therefore been pro active in contacting owners of
empty homes and offering support and advice, in conjunction with the council's
private sector team, to help owners bring their properties back into use. In a very
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limited number of cases the council is also looking at using enforcement powers,
including Compulsory Purchase Orders, to address long term empty properties in
serious disrepair that are blighting their local communities.

2.6. To further help bring empty homes back into use the council has also established an
Empty Homes Purchase Scheme and as part of the rent setting process the
committee decided to increase the budget for the Empty Homes Purchase Scheme
by an additional £0.5m in 2015/16. This will bring the total budget in 2015/16 to Lim
from the Housing Revenue Account and approximately £0.4m from the Scottish
Government (20,000 per property). During 2013/14, 78 applications were received
for this scheme with a further 131 applications to date in 2014/15. Twenty properties
have been purchased in total with a further 11 expected to complete before year end.

2.7. The Scottish Government has recently announced that it will shortly be inviting bids
for a Town Centre Empty Homes Fund which is a mix of £2 million grant and £2
million loan funding and aims to target "problem" empty homes and conversion of
empty commercial space into residential. The details of the fund have still to be
announced but it is anticipated that any project receiving funding will require to be
capable of starting on site in 2015/16, with funding drawn down and spent by end
2016/17.

3. Proposals I Considerations

3.1. To fully support the work associated with addressing the problem of empty homes in
North Lanarkshire, including the administration of the Empty Homes Purchase
Scheme, it is proposed to establish a full time post of Empty Homes Officer (grade
NLCIO) to be based within the Housing Development Section. This will replace the
current shared service arrangement with South Lanarkshire Council, although the
post holder would continue to be part of the Empty Homes Officers' Networkco−ordinated

by the Scottish Empty Homes Partnership. This will enable North
Lanarkshire to continue to benefit from, and contribute to, the sharing of knowledge
and experience from across Scotland.

3.2. It is proposed to develop a bid for the Town Centre Empty Homes Fund. As outlined
above, there is only £2m grant funding available for the whole of Scotland, and also a
tight timescale to spend any funding allocated. It is therefore proposed to only submit
one project that is at an advanced enough stage to be capable of spending the
funding within the required timescale. Following consultation with Regeneration and
Environmental Services the Coatbridge Library project is considered to be the most
suitable project for submission as it is a strategic priority for the council and is likely to
meet all the funding criteria.

3.3. Following unsuccessful attempts to secure alternative community and/or commercial
uses for the former Coatbridge Library, which is a category B listed building, Clyde
Valley Housing Association were asked to undertake a feasibility study to assess the
potential of converting all, or part, of the building for residential use. The Feasibility
study is nearing conclusion, and has involved consultation with the Planning service
and Historic Scotland regarding the proposals. Due to the extensive nature of the
work required, to preserve as many of the original features of the library as possible
and create living accommodation to current standards, the unit cost of converting the
main building to create eleven flats is currently estimated at approximately £165,000
per unit. The subsidy requirement is almost double the standard Housing Association
Grant (HAG) allowance of £58,000 per property. However, given the lack of viable
alternatives, conversion of the main building for use as social housing is considered
to be the only way forward to help preserve this important building within Coatbridge
town centre.
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4.

5.

3.4. It is therefore proposed to support the provision of Housing Association Grant (HAG)
by including the library project within the council's Strategic Housing Investment Plan,
subject to the additional funding necessary being secured from other sources,
including the Town Centre Empty Homes Fund.

Financial I Personnel / Legal I Policy I Equalities Implications

4.1. It is proposed to fund the Empty Homes Officer post, at an estimated total annual
• cost of £40,000, from additional income generated by the council tax levy on long
term empty homes (see appendix 1).

4.2. It is currently estimated that approximately £200,000 per annum will be raised
through the additional levy on empty homes. Any additional income raised through
this levy will be used to increase the budget available to purchase empty properties
through the Empty Homes Purchase Scheme, or support initiatives to bring empty
homes back into use.

4.3. The Scottish Government has indicated that it will contribute £5,000 in 2015/16 to
support the cost of the full time Empty Homes Officer in North Lanarkshire, on the
basis that the post holder will continue to work closely with the Scottish Empty Homes
Partnership and contribute to the development of good practice and partnership
working across Scotland.

4.4. The establishment of an Empty Homes Officer post at Grade NLC10 has been the
subject of consultation with the Head of Human Resources.

4.5. The proposal to seek Town Centre Empty Homes Funding as part of a funding
package to convert the Coatbridge Library for social housing by Clyde Valley Housing
Association is supported by the Head of Planning & Regeneration

Recommendations

It is recommended that the Committee:

(i)

(ii)

Approve the proposal to establish a post of Empty Homes Officer (NLC 10), subject
to job evaluation

Remit this report to Policy & Resources (Human Resources) sub committee for
approval of the Empty Homes Officer post

(iii) Approve the submission of a bid to the Town Centre Empty Homes Fund to help fund
the conversion of Coatbridge Library for affordable housing by Clyde Valley Housing
Association, and, if successful, support the inclusion of the Coatbridge Library within
the Strategic Housing Investment Plan.

Elaine McHugh
Head of Housing Services
9 March 2015

For further information
telephone 01698 274174

contact Pamela Humphries, Development Manager on
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