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1.0 
 

PURPOSE OF REPORT 
 

1.1  The purpose of this report is to update Safer Halton PPB on 
progress made in implementing the recommendations of the scrutiny 
review into the private rented sector. 
 

2.0 RECOMMENDATION That: It is recommended that the Board 
note and comment on the progress made to date. 

 

3.0 SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
 

3.1 
 

Background 

3.1.1 Members will recall that the topic group was formed in response to a 
number of issues relating to the private rented sector including poor 
property conditions, anti social behaviour caused by private tenants 
and absentee landlords who were reluctant to take action against 
tenants who caused problems.   The group was chaired by 
Councillor Pamela Wallace. 
 

3.1.2 The findings and recommendations of the topic group were reported 
to Safer Halton PPB in March 2012.  At the time it was agreed that 
detailed cost implications associated with the appointment of 
additional staff to implement the recommendations be presented to 
a future meeting of the Board.  However, since that time discussions 
have been taking place at officer level regarding the reorganisation 
of existing staff which would increase the capacity within the 
enforcement team and negate the need to employ additional staff.  A 
verbal update regarding the outcome of these discussions will be 
given at the meeting. 
 

3.1.3 As a result of the negotiations involved in securing additional 
capacity for the team progress in implementing some of the 



recommendations, particularly around targeted work has been 
slower than originally anticipated.  However, significant progress has 
been made in other areas as detailed below. 
 

3.2 Progress in implementing the recommendations 
 

3.2.1 Recommendation 1 – Increase Council Tax charges on properties 
that have been empty over 6 months 
 
This ties in with the Government’s consultation on the technical 
reforms of Council Tax which goes further in suggesting that homes 
that have been empty for over two years are charged a Council Tax 
premium.  Halton submitted a response to the consultation and we 
are currently waiting for the new legislation to be published.  
Following this a report containing options will be presented to 
Members. 
 

3.2.2 Recommendation 2 – Develop a targeted management approach to 
the issue in West Bank and Halton Lodge 
 
A steering group was formed in May 2012 to oversee and monitor 
progress in implementing the action plan and co-ordinate activities.  
The group is chaired by the Divisional Manager for Environmental 
Health, Public Health and Health Protection and consists of officers 
dealing with housing enforcement, Landlord Accreditation, 
Community Safety and Policy.  One of the first tasks for the group in 
implementing a targeted approach was to collate baseline 
information on the number of complaints from private tenants (in 
2011/12 there were 223 complaints and in 2010/11 there were 236) 
and applications for landlord accreditation and then to develop a set 
of performance indicators with which to track progress.   
 

3.2.3 Recommendation 3 – Hold information events for landlords and 
tenants 
 
The group initially explored whether it was possible to hold the 
annual Merseyside wide Landlords Expo in Halton and whether 
there were any events taking place in West Bank that officers could 
attend to give advice.  Unfortunately, the venue for the Expo had 
already been agreed (in Liverpool) and there were no suitable 
events planned in West Bank.  As an alternative, half day surgeries 
are planned for Widnes and Halton Lea Direct Link offices during the 
last week in October.  These will be advertised via the local press, 
with the landlords’ survey referred to at 3.2.6 and via posters and 
leaflets left in public offices.  It is hoped that the central location on 
both sides of the Borough will help to attract enquiries from landlords 
and tenants across the Borough.  A verbal update on the number of 
people attending and the type of enquiries received will be given at 
the meeting.   
 



3.2.4 Recommendation 4 – Invite landlords to provide contact details to 
the Council 
 
Landlords will be asked to give contact details for entry into the prize 
draw as part of the landlords survey referred to at 3.2.6.  Officers will 
also collect contact details from landlords who attend the half day 
surgeries at Halton Direct Links. 
 

3.2.5 Recommendation 5 – Promote the benefits of joining the Landlord 
Accreditation Scheme 
 
Using homelessness prevention funding, a “Guide to the Private 
Rented Sector” has been developed.  The guide, attached as 
Appendix A, gives general advice to landlords and tenants about 
private sector tenancies and contains useful local contacts for 
related services and complements the information in the Tenants 
Handbook which is aimed at existing and prospective tenants. 
 
Members may recall from the final report of the scrutiny review that 
Halton’s Landlord Accreditation Officer, who is based in the Housing 
Solutions Team, previously spent around 80% of her time 
administering the Bond Guarantee Scheme.  A vacancy within the 
team has since been filled and the postholder has been given this 
task, thereby freeing up the Accreditation Officer’s time to undertake 
further promotion of the scheme and develop the service further.  
Initially the Accreditation Officer has been concentrating on 
developing an accreditation scheme for managing agents which will 
help to improve standards in a wider range of properties and on 
making other changes to the scheme as detailed below. 
 

3.2.6 Recommendation 6 – Undertake a survey of private landlords 
throughout the Borough 
 
The purpose of the survey was to gain greater understanding of the 
private rented sector, promote the Landlord Accreditation Scheme 
and other services and to consult landlords about changes 
introduced by the Localism Act 2011 which enable local authorities 
to fulfil their statutory homelessness duty via an offer of private 
rented accommodation.  The survey was sent to all private landlords 
known to the authority (e.g. through Housing Benefit, the Landlord 
Accreditation and the Bond Guarantee Schemes) and was also 
advertised in the local press with a copy available on the Council’s 
website or on request in October 2012.  A prize draw for £100 B and 
Q vouchers was offered as an incentive for landlords to respond.  
The results of the survey will be reported to a future meeting of the 
Board. 
 

3.2.7 Recommendation 7 – Provide advice to landlords on how to deal 
with anti social tenants 
 



A section on the services of the Community Safety Team, giving 
advice on the assistance they offer relating to anti social tenants, 
has been included in the attached Guide to the Private Rented 
Sector.  Officers were also on hand to give advice to landlords as 
part of the half day surgeries at Halton Direct Links. 
 

3.2.8 Recommendation 8 – Introduce a Healthy Homes approach in target 
areas  
 
The Halton Healthy Homes Network was launched in February 2012 
and now contains over 80 members from a range of statutory, 
voluntary and community organisations.  The aim of the network is 
to raise awareness of the health impacts of living in poor housing 
conditions and the help that is available to affected residents.  To 
date, two quarterly newsletters, copies of which are attached as 
Appendix B, have been circulated to members along with occasional 
emails containing more urgent information.  Initially the focus of the 
network has been mainly on energy efficiency issues, particularly in 
light of the Government’s new finance frameworks for heating and 
insulation work but the aim long term is to develop targeted 
approaches to referrals in particular “hotspot” areas. 
 

3.2.9 Recommendation 9 – Make full use of enforcement powers in target 
areas to tackle poor condition 
 
Fortunately, the vast majority of complaints about poor conditions in 
the private rented sector are resolved by the landlord following an 
approach by an enforcement officer.  This negates the need for 
costly and often protracted court action.  However, in conjunction 
with colleagues from Legal Services, the enforcement team will seek 
recourse to its enforcement powers where informal approaches fail 
and, where appropriate, publicise these cases to serve as a 
deterrent to other would be rogue landlords.  Cases requiring such 
action are fairly few and far between. In 2011/12, 215 cases were 
resolved informally with only 8 requiring formal action. In 2010/11, 
the figures were 232 and 4, respectively.  
 

3.2.10 Recommendation 10 – Encourage Council staff and staff from 
partner agencies to report empty properties  
 
It is anticipated that should efforts to secure additional staffing 
capacity within the enforcement team be successful a strategic 
approach to dealing with long term empty homes can be developed 
including an on line reporting tool for staff and residents to report 
empty properties.  This would enable checks to be undertaken 
against Council Tax and Housing Benefit records to identify possible 
empty property fraud and action to be taken with a view to bringing 
the property back into use.  
 

3.2.11 Recommendation 11 - Explore the possibility of bringing in additional 



staffing resources to assist 
 
Originally a number of options were put forward to secure additional 
staffing resources e.g. secondment, volunteering, work experience.  
However, after further consideration of these options it became 
apparent that it would be unlikely that the staff would have the 
necessary skills and technical knowledge required, for example, to 
undertake housing inspections.  As previously mentioned, since the 
last report was considered at PPB, the possibility of transferring 
suitably trained and experienced staff from another part of the 
organisation has been identified and at the time of writing the report 
is being explored.  A verbal update on the current position with 
regard to this will be given at the meeting. 
 

3.2.12 Recommendation 12 – Change the Landlord Accreditation Scheme 
to a Property Accreditation Scheme 
 
That the properties be registered under the agreed system which 
was/is that a landlord wishing to have accreditation will provide a list 
of all their properties and the local authority will randomly inspect 
one/two of their properties and then if satisfactory registration will 
take place this reduces level of inspection to that which is required 
rather than all that are listed. 
 

3.2.13 Recommendation 13 – Work with the Fire Brigade to support a 
change in legislation that would make it a legal requirement for 
private landlords to install hard wired smoke detectors in their 
properties 
 
There is an ongoing campaign for the Government to introduce 
legislation to this effect, including a recent call for action from the 
coroner of West Sussex following three separate house fires in 
which the residents, whose smoke alarm batteries had failed, where 
killed.  Landlords of licensable houses in multiple occupation must 
already provide hard wired smoke alarms under the Housing Act 
2004, however, officers will lend their support to campaigns on 
behalf of the Council for this requirement to be rolled out to all 
privately rented properties as and when the opportunity arises. 
 
Members may be interested to know that as part of the Energy Act 
2011 it will be illegal to rent out a property that does not meet a 
minimum standard of energy efficiency (currently proposed to be 
Energy Performance Certificate rating E) by 2018. 
 

4.0 
 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

4.1 Improving conditions in the private rented sector is one of the 
priorities in Halton’s emerging Housing Strategy which has been 
informed by the work of the topic group. 
 



5.0 
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE COUNCILS PRIORITIES 

5.1 A Healthy Halton  
Poor housing conditions can have an adverse effect on health, 
consequently, improving the housing stock can bring about positive 
health benefits. 

 
5.2 Employment, Learning and Skills in Halton 

None arising from this report. 
 

5.3 Children and Young People in Halton 
Research suggests that poor housing conditions can have an 
adverse impact on educational attainment. 
 

5.4 A Safer Halton 
A key aim of the topic group is to provide support and advice for 
private landlords whose properties are occupied by anti social 
tenants. 
 

5.5 Halton’s Urban Renewal 
Improving housing conditions has a positive effect on the visual 
appearance of neighbourhoods and a positive impact on climate 
change. 
  

6.0 FINANCIAL/RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 
 

6.1 None arising from this progress report. 
 

7.0 RISK ANALYSIS 
 

7.1 There is a risk that if additional staffing resources can’t be secured 
this could impact on further progress in relation to enforcement 
activity. 
   

8.0 EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY ISSUES 
 

8.1 The recommendations aim to improve conditions in the private 
rented sector which is likely to house a disproportionate amount of 
vulnerable and marginalised groups. 
 

9.0 LIST OF BACKGROUND PAPERS UNDER SECTION 100D OF 
THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT ACT 1972 
 

 None under the meaning of the Act. 
 

 


