
Report to: Communities Committee, 24th July 2019

Report of: Corporate Director, Homes and Communities

Subject: UPDATE ON THE ADDITIONAL CITY PLAN RESOURCES BEING USED TO 
ADDRESS ISSUES WITHIN PRIVATE SECTOR HOUSING

1. Recommendation

That Communities Committee:

1.1 note the progress being made against the City Plan objectives set out in 
Appendix 1;

1.2 note that a further progress report in 2020 will be submitted to the 
Communities Committee to review outcomes against City Plan objectives; 
and

1.3 recommend continuation of staff funding to be included in the budget 
setting for 21/22. 

2. Background

2.1 In 2018 it was identified by Members that Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO) 
enforcement, locating unlicensed HMO’s along with improving property standards 
enforcement was a Member priority. Through the City Plan, funding of £50,000 was 
made available as well as an additional £50,000 from repurposing the enforcing long 
term empty properties budget, to recruit two additional Officers to the Private Sector 
Housing Team resulting in an increased resource to tackle these issues. The Officers 
recruited are on a two year fixed contract. With one Full Time Property Standards 
Officer and one Part Time Business Services Administrator, the current contracts run 
out July 2020. 

2.2 The Private Sector Housing Team deals with all issues found in private sector 
housing. From private tenants complaints regarding disrepair, illegal evictions, 
grants, empty homes and HMO licensing. While HMO’s play an important part in the 
housing provision of single households in Worcester City, these properties are higher 
risk due to the numbers of people occupying them, increased fire risk and pressure 
on amenities. There are approximately 1100 HMO’s in Worcester and the majority of 
these are licenced. However, there still remain some which have not come forward 
for licensing, Officers have been working to proactively locate these properties and 
investigate. These investigations can take up the greatest amount of Officer time.  

2.3 These additional officers provide greater capacity with the volume, identification, 
response and the time required to deal with the more difficult landlords. They enable 
Council to discharge its private sector housing responsibilities in a proactive way to 
meet its statutory obligations.



2.4 The Property Standards Officer role is to investigate complaints, liaise with landlords, 
gather evidence for any enforcement and carry out enforcement. The Business 
Services Administrators role is to provide additional support to processing the HMO 
applications received, issuing HMO licences and providing customer service. The 
progress against the objectives has been has been detailed in Appendix 1 (City Plan 
Prioritisation Document) and summarised in section 4. 

2.5 The enforcement work of the Officers has achieved an income of £29,000 from civil 
penalty charges as well as increased income from licensing those previously 
unlicensed properties. The Government has specified that civil penalty income must 
be used to fund housing enforcement. Therefore it has been agreed to use part of 
this funding to contribute to the continuation of the two posts and the valuable role 
they play by extending their employment until April 2021. Without maintaining the 
current team with the resources to undertake proactive investigative work there 
would be the risk of increasing levels of unsafe substandard poorly managed 
accommodation and unlicensed HMO’s within Worcester City. The multi agency 
inspections conducted by the department also help detect modern day slavery, 
overcrowding, in addition to property risk assessments. In 2018/19 the Private 
Sector Team has participated in five joint agency property visits to tackle issues such 
as modern day slavery, labour exploitation and for immigration concerns. 

3. City Plan Implementation Process

3.1 The 2018/19 budget and Medium Term Financial Plan 2018 – 2022/23 identified 
£100,000 for Private Sector Housing Enforcement (2 Year fixed term) which was 
agreed at P&R to be taken to full Council on 20th February 2018 (Minute 79 from 
Policy and Resources Committee – 6th February 2018). 

3.2 The budget was formally approved at Full Council on 20th February 2018 (Minute 5 
from Council – 20th February 2018). Appendix 8 of the budget report submitted 
identifies that of the £100,000 allocated, £50,000 will come from the City Plan Fund 
and £50,000 from repurposing the enforcing long term empty properties.  

3.3 At Communities Committee on 6th March 2018 it was agreed to (Minute 42 of 
Communities Committee – 6th March 2018) recruit additional Private Sector Housing 
Officers. 

4. Summary of Key Year 1 Outcomes

4.1 For full progress report for all objectives please see Appendix 1. 

4.2 During 2018/19:

 150 HMO licences were granted. 76 of these were new licences and 74 of 
these were mandatory licence renewals. 

 Officers during this first year investigated 359 suspected unlicensed HMO’s. 

These suspected properties were referred to the Private Sector Team by neighbours, 
Councillors, the online report it form, Council Records and proactively discovered 
through research of rooms to let advertised online, shop window adverts, and 
reviewing Electoral and Council Tax records. Following these investigations:

 8 properties have been licenced as HMO’s. 
 18 of the properties investigated were HMO’s but were exempt from the 

licence regime under Schedule 14 of the Housing Act 2004. 



This could be because the HMO’s were owned by a Registered Provider or a Care 
Provider who is inspected by the Care Quality Commission. 

 216 of the suspected HMO’s are now no longer HMO’s. This could be due to 
the landlord resolving unauthorised tenants subletting or by serving notice on 
the current tenants so that the property is vacant or let to a family.

4.3 During 2018/19, 100 property standards complaints have been received, in addition 
to informal resolution, Officers have carried out the following formal enforcement:

 2 formal notices served for property standards
 1 Improvement Notice for a broken boiler 
 1 Prohibition Order for excess cold 
 8 HMO declarations have been served
 5 Temporary Exemptions Notices from licencing 
 4 recorded Police And Criminal Evidence (PACE) interviews carried out under 

caution
 1 prosecution 
 2 civil penalty notices served to the value of £29,000. 

4.3 During 2018/19, in addition to HMO and property standards investigations;

 131 empty properties were visually inspected and assessed by Officers.
 With 1x Band A (highest priority assessed band), 2 x Band B, 3 x Band C. The 

remaining properties are banded D- F (lowest assessed priority band). 
 1 Enforced Sale of a problematic long term empty property was completed.

5. Funding 

5.1 The current funding necessary to employ the 2 additional officers for a 2 year period 
is as follows:

Total
 Property Standards Technical Officer (ft) OPS4/PTB £30,710     £62,420
 Housing Support Officer (pt) BS2/OPS2 £10,066     £21,132

£40,776     £82,552

5.2 The remaining £17,500, funding from the £100,000 covers the on costs and travel 
expenses etc.  

5.3 The enforcement work of the officers has achieved an income of £29,000 from two 
civil penalty charges. These will be fully paid to the Council by July 2019 and Nov 
2019. The Government has specified that civil penalty income must be used to fund 
housing enforcement. Therefore it has been agreed to use part of this funding to 
contribute to the continuation of the two posts and the valuable role they play by 
extending their employment until April 2021.

6. Preferred Option

6.1 The preferred option is that the continued staff funding is included into the budget 
setting for 21/22. Following the successful progress during year 1 and the increased 
numbers of properties being investigated by the Officers and the subsequent 
increased numbers of applications the progress report for the City Plan for Year 2 will 
be submitted in 2020 to review the outcomes set.



6.2 The Council has already invested in ensuring that these staff members are fully 
trained and are able to efficiently carry out their duties. The Property Standards 
Officer in addition is Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) competent. 

6.3 The current additional licencing scheme comes to an end on 31st August 2020 where 
318 properties may require a renewal of their licence should additional licencing be 
extended. There is a project in place in to assess this. At this time, if the current two 
year fixed term contracts have expired, there will be additional work for the rest of 
the Team to ensure that properties are inspected in a reasonable time and that the 
applications are processed. It may be the case that additional staff would need to be 
taken on, who would then have to be trained, to meet the demand in 2020. It would 
be more beneficial to the Council to retain these experienced staff members to assist 
with the demand and to ensure that properties are at a good standard and 
unlicensed HMO’s are continued to be investigated. 

6.4 Also to note as part of the City Plan Prioritisation document additional focused work 
on empty properties has been carried out. Officers have visited all properties listed 
as being empty over 2 years and assessed their condition. In some cases Officers 
have found that the property is occupied and has reported this back to Council Tax 
to investigate and amend their records. By Council Tax confirming that a previously 
empty property is now occupied New Homes Bonus is generated for the Council 
which the Private Sector Housing Team contributes. 

7. Alternative Options Considered

7.1 The other option is not to amend the staff structure into permanent roles. At the end 
of July 2020 both of these roles will cease from the City Plan. However funding to 
extend the fixed term to April 2021 has been used from civil penalty fines. There is 
the risk that the existing staff may find alternative employment before the end of the 
fixed term, putting additional pressure on the current Team.

7.2 The Private Sector Housing Team has a wide range of statutory functions from HMO 
licencing to removing any Category 1 hazards assessed from properties and 
enforcement. The Team also investigates empty homes and assists to bring these 
back into use. These are high on the agenda due to increased homelessness and 
insufficient housing stock. We offer an immigration/visa inspection for a fee as well 
as pre HMO application advice. Therefore we may not be able to do as much non 
statutory functions such as monitoring and investigating empty homes, proactively 
finding unlicensed HMO’s. In addition with reduced administration staff the 
processing of HMO applications would become prolonged and the workload 
unmanageable for one part-time member of staff due to the various other tasks 
within their remit. 

7.3 The return to the reduced establishment will not allow the Council to fully discharge 
its responsibilities in a proactive way to meet its statutory obligations.

8. Implications

8.1 Financial and Budgetary Implications

There will be a financial implication of an additional £45,883 required year on year 
with additional inflation salary costs. However the Housing and Planning Act 2016 
introduced the ability for Councils to set a civil penalty as an alternative to 
prosecution. Any income from civil penalties can be retained by the Council and used 
to further the Councils Statutory functions in relation to their enforcement activities 



covering the private rented sector. Therefore while this is not a predictable income 
stream, it can be used when achieved to contribute alongside the remaining 
£17,500, from the original allocation, to these posts reducing the impact. 

8.2 Legal and Governance Implications

Maintaining the current Team going forwards will enable resources to continue to be 
targeted on cracking down on rogue landlords and disrupt their business model. This 
work continues to improve the safety of properties within Worcester City as well as 
bringing back long term empty properties to increase the level of housing stock 
available. As well as having sufficient resources of experienced Officers to investigate 
breaches of HMO licence conditions and over occupancy. 

National Government policy appears to be increasing regulation of Landlords 
responsibilities and therefore workload of the department is predicted to increase in 
coming years. For example the increasing awareness of tenants applying for Rent 
Repayment Orders are likely to increase the amount of unlicensed HMO referrals and 
disrepairs complaints. 

8.3 Risk Implications

Without maintaining the current team with the resources to undertake proactive 
investigative work there would be the risk of increasing levels of unsafe substandard 
poorly managed accommodation and unlicensed HMO’s within Worcester City. The 
multi agency inspections conducted by the department also help detect modern day 
slavery, overcrowding, in addition to property risk assessments. 

8.4 Corporate/Policy Implications

This work also contributes to Theme 1 in the City Plan (2016-2021) – Stronger and 
Connected Communities, with the reduction in underused property, including re-
using empty homes and more flats over shops as well as reducing the number of 
substandard rental properties. 

8.5 Equality Implications

There are no equality implications

8.6 Human Resources Implications

The staff have been employed with a legal fixed term contract.

8.7 Health and Safety Implications
There are no health and safety implications.

8.8 Social, Corporate Parenting, Environmental and Economic Implications

In Worcester City HMO’s and Empty properties are contentious issues often 
negatively featuring in local media. The ability to undertake proactive investigations 
and increase enforcement on rogue landlords and derelict properties in the city has a 
positive benefit for local residents. The private rented sector plays an important role 
in meeting the diverse housing needs that exist within the city. It is therefore 
important that the accommodation is regulated effectively to ensure good property 
standards are maintained.



Ward(s): All Wards
Contact Officer: Ismene Broad

Private Sector Team Manager, 
Ismene.broad@worcester.gov.uk
01905 722525

Background Papers: None 
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