Report to the Lead Member and Deputy Lead Member for Housing Services

Report of the Director of Housing Services

Subject:  350 Great Clowes Street, Salford 7

Date of Meeting: 
12 April 2001

Purpose of Report.

To seek authority to commence legal proceedings against the owners of the above-mentioned property, for an offence of obstruction.

Financial Implications

None other than the normal costs of bringing legal proceedings.

Background

The property is a long-term void, in an area in which the local authority is undertaking substantial work, supported by SRB II, in order to deal with a social and economic decline that has contributed to a high concentration of voids.

These voids contribute to a poor quality of life for the local community. Many have been subject to vandalism and arson attack and, as a whole, they create a focus for other crime.  The image that they present is fuelling a spiral of decline, in which low market demand is creating negative equity and causing properties to progressively fall empty. Residents commonly fear for their security and many experience nuisance. 

The basis of the housing strategy has been to encourage and support investment, by offering Renovation Grants in respect of the empty properties where appropriate. Enforcement action has been taken where it has not been possible to deal with properties by agreement with the owners. 

Properties have been prioritised for action according to their impact on the area, either individually or collectively as a group. This property was prioritised because of its poor appearance, in a prominent position on a major commuter route and in order to complement work done to other nearby properties.

Details

The owners were first contacted in a letter dated 29th January 2001. The letter outlined concerns about the empty properties in the area and indicated that, while enforcement action would be taken if necessary, the local authority would prefer to work with the owners to resolve any problems relating to their property. In particular, the letter stated that favourable consideration would be given to an application for a renovation grant. A questionnaire was enclosed, together with a Request for Information, served under section 16 of the Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1976, in order to obtain confirmation of the ownership of the property.

A response was received from one of the owners (the wife) on 21st February 2001, together with the completed questionnaire and Request for Information. This indicated that the owners are a divorced couple and the husband now lives in Oxfordshire. The property had been left it in a very poor condition by the former tenants. The wife is unable to work because of ill health and had been unable to afford to carry out the necessary repairs. She indicated that she had informed the Building Society that she could no longer meet her mortgage obligations and that they should deal with her husband. She gave no indication of any proposals to deal with the property.

Letters dated 21st February 2001 were then written to both owners. The letter to the husband outlined the issues raised in the initial letter to his former wife, while the letter to the wife indicated that, although the local authority would not act unreasonably, it could not allow the property to remain in its present condition. The letter invited proposals and stressed that every effort would be made to provide assistance, suggesting, for example, that it might be possible to identify a potential purchaser.

There was no reply from either owner and so further letters were sent on 16th March 2001. These reminded the owners that the local authority would take enforcement action where necessary and that, for that reason, it now wished to exercise its power of entry in order to inspect the property. Formal notices, requiring access on 30th March 2001, were served under sections 197 and 319 of the Housing Act 1985.

This produced a response from the wife’s new husband on 20th March 2001, in which he agreed that there would be advantage in seeking to consolidate the property into single ownership. He indicated that the Building Society would be approached to discuss funding options and that access would be provided to the property on 30th March 2001.

However, there has been no further contact and nobody appeared at the appointed time to provide access to the property. 

Conclusions

The owners have failed to provide any satisfactory proposals for the property and it appears that, without intervention by the local authority, the property will continue to contribute to the social and economic problems in the area. 

It has not been possible to inspect the property in order to allow an informed decision to be made about the most satisfactory course of action. Consequently, given the owner’s failure to make reasonable arrangements to allow access to the property, there appears to be no alternative other than to commence legal proceedings for an offence of obstruction.

Recommendation

That the Director of Housing Services, in conjunction with the Director of Corporate Services, be authorised to commence legal proceedings against the owners of 350 Great Clowes Street, Salford 7, for an offence of obstruction.
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