
VOIDS SUB-GROUP

ABERDEEN, 30th August, 2006.  -  Minute of Meeting of the VOIDS SUB-
GROUP.  Present:- Councillor Malone, Chairperson; and Councillors
Delaney, Greig and Kiddie. 

Officers in Attendance:- Kevin Kelly, Lisa Rattray, Colin Ross and Craig
Stirrat (Strategic Leadership); Janice Gardner, Allan Whyte and Bellann
Wylie (Neighbourhood Services Central); Sam Black and Ian Burrows
(Neighbourhood Services South); Donald Maclean and Bill Shanks
(Neighbourhood Services North); Matt Bailey and Claire Berry (Continuous
Improvement); Lewis Smith (UCATT); and Martyn Orchard (Resources
Management).

An apology for absence was intimated on behalf of Councillor Graham.

MINUTE OF PREVIOUS MEETING

1. The Sub-Group had before it the Minute of its previous Meeting of 29th June
2006.

The Sub-Group resolved:-
(i) to reiterate the request for officers to send details of void paths to members by

e-mail; 
(ii) in respect of Article 4 resolution (ii) “to request officers to submit a report to the

Scheme of Allocation Working Party on the pre-inspection process where
notice had not been provided and allocation where the tenancy had yet to be
terminated” - to agree that officers progress the matter without delay and
submit a report to the Scheme of Allocation Working Party retrospectively; and

(iii) to approve the Minute.

VOIDS MANAGEMENT PROJECT 

2.  With reference to Article 2 of the Minute of its Meeting of 29th June 2006, the
Sub-Group had before it a report prepared by Matt Bailey which provided an update
on progress in regard to the Voids Management Project. 

The report (a) provided an overview of the project, its aim and the establishment of a
project team to support the service in achieving the objective of a 50% reduction in
the level of voids by the end of September 2006; (b) summarised the key activities
which had taken place since the last meeting, which included (1) ensuring
understanding and acknowledgement of the urgent and priority nature for
improvement across the service; (2) firmly establishing project management as a day-
to-day focus across the service; and (3) collaborative working in a number of priority
areas; (c) advised that a workshop was to be held on 6th October 2006, following on
from the workshop on 21st June 2006, to report back to staff on the achievements and
progress made and to agree actions for the future; (d) noted that the Voids
Management Project would close following the workshop on 6th October, with a report
to be produced to provide an overall review; (e) stated that a second project would be
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initiated post September 2006, to focus on mapping the future vision of voids
management within the Council, the implementation of improvements and redesign of
processes and systems formulating a programme to deliver achievable performance
to agreed deadlines; and (f) appended a table of priority actions for implementation by
31st August 2006, which detailed the progress which had been made in each area. 

Matt Bailey and Claire Berry spoke in amplification of the report, highlighting that
significant achievements had been made, however initiation of a second project would
provide the platform to progress to the next level and move away from the negativity
associated with voids. The Sub-Group welcomed the report, however it was
emphasised that use of the term ‘project closure’ should be avoided to reinforce that
voids management remained a high priority within the Council. 

The Sub-Group resolved:-
to note the report.

VOID MANAGEMENT INITIATIVE PLAN

3.  The Sub-Group had before it the void management initiative plan which
detailed current actions, target dates, the areas being monitored, the responsible
officer and a brief update for each action in respect of selections, ACCess, estate
management, repairs and performance management. 
 
Kevin Kelly spoke in furtherance of the initiative plan, highlighting areas where good
performance had been achieved, such as the number of re-lets in July 2006, which
was the highest for a number of years. 

The Sub-Group considered that the initiative plan was difficult to understand and that
the milestone dates needed to be updated. Allan Whyte proposed that it would be
more worthwhile for the Sub-Group to receive voids data capture information, as it
was far easier to interpret. 

The Sub-Group resolved:-
(i) to request officers to circulate voids data capture information at future

meetings; and
(ii) to note the void management initiative plan. 

BOARDING UP LETTERBOXES AT VOID PROPERTIES 

4. With reference to Article 1(B) of the Minute of its Meeting of 29th June 2006,
the Sub-Group had before it a report prepared by the Area Property Managers for
Neighbourhood Services which discussed the practicalities of boarding up letterboxes
at void properties to reduce the potential for wilful fire raising. 

The report (a) advised that the current procedure was to board up letterboxes for
properties in areas of low demand which were likely to be long term void; (b)
highlighted the issue of cards/keys being sent directly to properties by gas and
electricity providers to reset/credit meters, which meant that the decision to board up
letterboxes was left to the discretion of the area inspector who should be aware of any
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potential problem blocks or areas; (c) recommended that that the procedure detailed
below be adopted in relation to boarding up of letterboxes at void properties; (d)
proposed that on every visit to void properties mail be cleared and either left away
from the door for the Housing Assistant to collect on their weekly visits or taken to the
relevant housing office; (e) anticipated that where a property had been vacant for a
longer period of time the inspector of works would make a decision whether the
letterbox should be boarded up, however Housing Assistants could request such a
course of action if they were aware of specific problem blocks or areas; (f) stated that
letterboxes on crime-check doors could be boarded up easily by turning the letter
plate the opposite way and screwing it down from the back of the door; and (g)
emphasised that long term Not to be Re-let (NTBR) and Unable to be Re-let (UTBR)
properties should all have letterboxes boarded up, and if there were any properties
where that was not the case the inspector of works should be advised immediately. 

The Sub-Group resolved:-
to adopt the procedure as outlined with the report, with the addendum that long term
voids be classified, for this purpose, as those void in excess of four weeks. 

FEASIBILITY OF SUB-DIVIDING LETTING AREAS

5. The Sub-Group had before it a report prepared by Bellann Wylie which
discussed the feasibility of sub-dividing letting areas where one street or block was of
lower demand than the rest of the area. 

The report advised (a) that housing applicants had to choose which areas of the city
they wanted to be housed in and the type of properties they would consider; (b) of the
process followed by the Selections Unit when allocating an empty property, whereby
applicants were offered the property by priority until an offer was accepted; (c) that the
process was very time consuming and could result in a number of non-productive
offers, as in the example of Rosemount Square a number of applicants may have
indicated that they would take flatted accommodation within Rosemount but would not
accept Rosemount Square; (d) that the Homechoice application form was being
amended to ask applicants to state any streets or blocks which they would not wish to
be considered for within their chosen areas, which, it was hoped, would alleviate the
current situation; (e) that another potential solution would be through Choice Based
Letting, whereby only applicants who were interested in a property would bid for it; (f)
that areas which could be divided included:-
• Simpson Road from Bridge of Don
• Wales Street from King Street
• Rosemount Square from Rosemount
• Flats in Gardner Crescent/Drive/Road from Kincorth
• Garthdee Drive from Garthdee
• Lossie Place and Ness Place from Mastrick
• Oldtown and Marchburn from Northfield
• Froghall Terrace/Gardens/Avenue from Froghall
• Great Northern Road and Printfield from Woodside
• Garden City from Torry
; (f) that there would be resource implications to include additional letting areas within
the iworld system and to amend the Homechoice application form and related
documentation; and (g) that a survey of applicants who had refused properties was
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due to commence in September 2006, part of which would focus on letting areas to
ascertain what improvements could be made to increase the acceptance rate, the
results of which would be available at the end of the year. 

The report recommended:-
that the Sub-Group -
(a) agree to await the outcome of the refusal research, as it could recommend

major changes in the way in which the Council defined its letting areas; and
(b) instruct officers, in the meantime, to identify the cost and resource implications

for sub-dividing the ten areas which had been identified so far. 

Councillor Delaney spoke in support of the report, highlighting a particular instance
where an applicant wanted to be accommodated within Rosemount Square but had to
wait for other applicants who did not to refuse. The Sub-Group supported Councillor
Delaney’s request for Rosemount Square to be separated, as it was a distinct area
within Rosemount, however widespread concern was raised in regard to other areas
which members considered would be more negatively perceived. 

The Sub-Group resolved:-
(i) to agree to separate Rosemount Square from the Rosemount letting area for

the purpose of the Homechoice application form; and
(ii) to receive a further report before the end of the year on other areas which

could be considered, the outcome of the refusal research and the cost and
resource implications. 

SURPLUS TO REQUIREMENT LONG TERM EMPTY BLOCKS

6. With reference to Article 6 of the Minute of its Meeting of 29th June 2006, the
Sub-Group had before it a report by the Head of Planning and Policy for Services to
Adults, which was to be submitted to the Community Services Committee on 12th

September 2006, seeking approval to designate all of Logie Gardens and 4-14
Hayton Road surplus to requirement and to remove the properties from charge with
immediate effect. 

The report (a) highlighted that the Council had achieved a significant reduction in the
gross number of voids and void rent loss over the last twelve months, however certain
blocks were still proving difficult to let; (b) advised that there were 30 vacant flats
within Logie Gardens, a number of which had been void since 1998, which consisted
of 12 two-bedroomed properties and 18 three-bedroomed properties; (c) explained
that there was already sufficient stock of these house types in the Logie area to
service the current demand; (d) advised that Hayton Road had 32 vacant flats within
blocks 4-14, which were made up of 6 two-bedroomed properties and 26 three-
bedroomed properties; (e) explained that there was also sufficient stock of these
house types in the Tillydrone area to service the demand; (f) informed that void rent
loss of £1,580 per week at Logie Gardens and £1,723 per week at Hayton Road was
being accrued, which equated to annual losses of £75,840 and £82,707 respectively;
and (g) anticipated that should the blocks be allowed to continue in their current state,
they would continue to add to the decline of the areas, increasing the city’s void rent
loss figures and compromising efforts to reach challenging targets in this area. 
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The report recommended:-
that the Community Services Committee - 
(a) approve the designation of Logie Gardens and the empty properties on Hayton

Road as surplus to requirement; and
(b) agree to remove the properties from charge with immediate effect in line with

Audit Scotland criteria. 

The Sub-Group heard Craig Stirrat in furtherance of the report, who advised that it
was proposed that the properties in Logie Gardens be demolished in 2006/07, with
consultation to be carried out between officers and the local member to determine the
use of the land on an interim basis. It was anticipated that demolition of the vacant
blocks at Hayton Road would take place in 2007/08.

The Sub-Group resolved:-
to support the report’s recommendations, which were to be determined by the
Community Services Committee. 

UTBR PROPERTIES REMOVED FROM CHARGE

7. With reference to Article 5 of the Minute of its Meeting of 29th June 2006, the
Sub-Group had before it a paper which provided an update on the void properties
which had been removed from charge.

The paper highlighted that the following properties had been removed from charge
since the meeting of 29th June 2006, however retrospective approval was sought.

Address Neighbourhood Reason
5b Powis Crescent Central Extensive dry rot

304 Great Northern Road Central Ongoing asbestos works
1 Berrymoss Court North Held for upgrade
9 Berrymoss Court North Held for upgrade
10 Berrymoss Court North Held for upgrade
16 Berrymoss Court North Held for upgrade
17 Berrymoss Court North Held for upgrade

4 Hamewith North
5 Hamewith North

Housing Improvement to knock 4 and
5 into one property

1b Balnagask Road South
1c Balnagask Road South

Conversion for Aberdeen Families
Project core block

The paper went on to provide details on every property in terms of (1) the date the
property had been removed from charge; (2) the target date for returning the property
as void; (3) the reason if the target was overdue; (4) the reason if the property had
been void for over one year; and (5) the approximate void rent loss saving since the
property had been removed from charge.

In addition, the paper listed the properties which had been removed from charge and
subsequently returned as void:-
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Address Neighbourhood Date Returned As Void
50 Promenade Court Central 03/07/2006
53 Promenade Court Central 03/07/2006
86 Promenade Court Central 03/07/2006
111 Promenade Court Central 03/07/2006
27 Beachview Court Central 03/07/2006
76 Northsea Court Central 03/07/2006
70 Linksfield Court Central 03/07/2006
80 Linksfield Court Central 03/07/2006

41 Promenade Court Central 03/07/2006
51 Promenade Court Central 10/07/2006
11 Linksfield Court Central 10/07/2006
73 Linksfield Court Central 10/07/2006
82 Northsea Court Central 10/07/2006

78 Beachview Court Central 31/07/2006
80 Beachview Court Central 03/08/2006
111 Linksfield Court Central 03/08/2006

16 Deevale Gardens South 12/06/2006
53 Gardner Crescent South 03/07/2006
138 Inchbrae Drive South 03/07/2006
63b Menzies Road South 19/06/2006

The Sub-Group resolved:-
(i) to grant retrospective approval for the properties listed which had been

removed from charge since the meeting of 29th June 2006;
(ii) to request officers to report to a future meeting in regard to properties removed

from charge due to asbestos and those which had been held for amenity
upgrade; and

(iii) otherwise to note the report.

GOODAPPLE HOMES MARKETING STRATEGY

8.  The Sub-Group had before it a report prepared by Lisa Rattray which
highlighted the major elements of the goodapple homes marketing strategy and
evaluated their effectiveness.

The report (a) reminded members that Council housing in Aberdeen was re-branded
as goodapple homes in 2003 in an effort to re-position it from a last resort to a positive
choice, which resulted in the position of Marketing Strategy Officer being created and
a marketing strategy implemented in May 2005; (b) demonstrated the effectiveness of
the goodapple homes Tenant Reward Scheme, which was rolled out city-wide in July
2005 and had attracted 3,500 tenants, resulting in a positive effect on average rent
arrears; (c) detailed the work which had been undertaken in regard to new target
markets, such as the city’s student population which involved staff attendance at
freshers’ fayres and advertisements in student publications leading to 4% of
applications to Homechoice coming from students; (d) referred to various profile
raising techniques which had been utilised, for example advertising on buses and
black cabs, a specific campaign during the festive season which led to many more
tenants setting up a payment plan with the rent management team and  promotion at
various events and conferences; (e) advised that all publications had been re-branded
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and redeveloped to ensure a consistent message to all tenants and potential tenants,
with a number recognised by the Plain English Campaign; (f) explained that the way
the Council communicated with its tenants had been improved, with postcards
replacing letters in a number of instances to lessen the likelihood of information being
discarded without having been read and the use of SMS text messages, to be
revisited by offering tenants the opportunity to purchase low-cost pay-as-you-go
handsets as part of the Tenant Reward Scheme; (g) informed that a goodapple
homes section of the Council’s website was being developed and was due to go live
in October 2006; and (h) emphasised that the Tenant Reward Scheme had been a
major success and that applications from non-tenants for Council housing had risen
by approximately 15% in 2006, in comparison to 2005, which indicated that the
marketing strategy was successfully encouraging people to consider goodapple
homes as a positive housing choice. 

The Sub-Group resolved:-
to note the report.

DATE OF NEXT MEETING

9.  The Sub-Group considered the date of its next meeting.

The Sub-Group resolved:-
to note that the next meeting would be held on Wednesday 1st November 2006, at
2.00pm, and would be preceded by a VoidStat meeting at 1.00pm. 
- AILEEN MALONE, Chairperson.
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