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1. Introduction 

1.1 It is a common experience for tenants to see a property remaining 

empty, sometimes for several months when there is no obvious 

reason for this. At the same time the Trust’s published performance 

data in documents such as Open House Annual Report, says that 

average void times are much shorter than this, currently well under 

1 month.  This creates a disparity between customer perception and 

actuality. 

1.2 The Panel was concerned that these long void times were wasting a 

valuable asset and losing income, frustrating potential tenants and 

leading to a loss of customer confidence in performance figures 

produced by the Trust. 

1.3 It is an unfortunate aside of recent government legislation resulting 

in changes of tenure in housing association properties and raising 

rents to 80% of market value, that we may see an increase in void 

properties as a result. 

1.4 The intention of this review was to gain a better understanding of 

the management of lettings and voids, and to make 

recommendations for improvements, if and where applicable, in 

identified areas. 
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2. Summary 

2.1 After assessing key performance data, we decided to look at voids 

properties to try and address three key issues of concern to 

tenants; 

 the length of time taken to re-let homes and overall public 

perception of the major works voids process. 

 the loss of revenue from major works void properties. 

 the lack of suitable homes for people whilst properties remain 

empty. 

2.2 We used a variety of methods to examine these issues, including: 

 scrutiny of performance data 

 surveys 

 site visits 

 questionnaires and interviews with staff  

2.3 Through our examination and investigations, we identified the 

following:  

 lack of overall responsibility for voids.  

 no proper setting of re-let targets for major works properties 

 times and delays waiting for asbestos surveys. 

 inadequate staffing levels of trades staff. 

2.3 We have made recommendations based on our examination and 

investigation which we believe, if implemented, will be 

advantageous to all three key areas highlighted in 2.1 above.  

2.4 Below is the summary of our recommendations 

 A single manager to be appointed to oversee major works, 

with authority to co-ordinate the work and allocate resources. 

 Consideration should be given to setting target times for 

major works from the key handover to re-let times. Tracking 

performance against a green, amber, red alert system. 
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 Pressure should be applied to reduce times taken by the 

asbestos contractor. 

 Look into whether any savings of both time and money could 

be made by training and employing in-house asbestos 

specialists. 

 Weigh up the cost efficiency of hiring more permanent trade 

staff against outside temporary Agency and sub-contract 

staff. Particularly in relation to lost revenue due to void 

properties. 

 Review existing incentives for Clean & Clear scheme and 

develop a robust programme to promote such schemes to 

tenants 

 Review the process of requesting / scheduling asbestos 

surveys, if needed, with a view of considering whether these 

could be ordered in advance to be done as soon as property 

becomes void, if not before. 

 

 

3. Aim of Review 

 

3.1 After a scoping exercise, we identified what we aim to achieve 

through this review. 

 

3.2 Our aims are: 

 

 To ensure vacant properties are brought back into use as quickly 

as possible to provide homes for those in need. 

 

 To maximise revenue for the Trust by ensuring properties were 

not un-let and vacant for longer periods than necessary. 

 

 To improve the wider public perception of the Trust by finding 

solutions to ensure a faster turnover of vacant properties. 

 

 To provide recommendations on how to better manage processes 

specifically around major works voids 
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4. The Investigation 

4.1 Initially, we requested performance data for the Trust, Redland and 

Shape concerning the time-span from the end of the tenancy to the 

start of the next. Comparing these results between the Trust and 

Redland showed broadly similar performance. Since the Trust 

provides a bigger data-set and was more conveniently situated for 

the Panel members, and since Shape is very much a special case, it 

was decided to concentrate the review on the information provided 

by the Trust. 

4.2 It immediately became clear that the difference between 

tenant/neighbour poor perception and the Trust’s claimed 

performance was due to the fact that only performance data for 

voids not involving “major works” (that is not including 

refurbishment or kitchens, bathrooms, central heating etc.) was 

published. Whilst the letting times for routine re-lets were well 

below the Housemark bench mark (of about 4 weeks), major works 

voids involved 3, 4 or even more months and there were no targets 

set or incentives for improvement. 

4.3 When looking at “targets” and “achievements”  in the “Open House” 

Annual Report for 2010 to 2011, we found although the average re-

let times were comparable to other HA’s of a similar size, these 

excluded figures for voids undergoing major works. 

4.4 We wanted clarity on the whole void process from the letting 

services manager, so we requested responses to a series of 

questions to enable us to fully understand what defines a void 

property, what delays are encountered and when the status is 

removed from a property to make it available for letting (see 

Appendix 1).  This enabled us to get a better understanding of voids 

process. 

4.5 We requested 4 site visits to interview trades staff in relation to 

their experiences of delays in voids being ready for re-let. 

Unfortunately only 3 site visits were made.  A standardised 

questionnaire was used with the staff working / supervising the 

works, and from this we achieved a fuller picture about 

management of voids.  Following is  the summary of each of the 

three visits: 
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 At 21 Hillside Road; at a void property subject to minor repair 

works, Ann and Vicky interviewed a voids team leader. He 

explained that there are a maximum of 16 men, on his team, 

employed to work on voids.  As recently was the case, if 30 

properties were awaiting works, with one tradesman each 

working in 16 of the void homes, then 14 would still be left 

vacant awaiting work to begin.  

If those same 14 properties are left without the labour to 

commence works for two weeks due to lack of trade staff and 

if work were finally completed after just 1 week, this would 

result in 14 properties empty for 3 weeks. Even if each 

property was only £100 per week rental costs this would 

equal £4200 losses in that 3 week period alone. 

 13 Meadow Gardens; a void property at the stage of 

completion of major works was visited by Christine and Bill. A 

Team Supervisor explained that the hold up before his team 

can start works is often due to essential health and safety 

checks - typically the asbestos survey, which takes 

approximately 3 weeks. He was often short of trades staff 

which at times caused delays. Teams he worked with often 

dealt with several void properties at the same time and he 

occasionally was required to share the voids team workers 

with other departments. 

 9 Walcot House; a property at the beginning of major works 

was visited by Mark and Frances. On admission to the 

property, it was found to have had a basic clean up but the 

following remained to be completed; asbestos survey, 

kitchen, bathroom, re-decoration throughout, 

decontamination and all flooring to be replaced. The 

supervisor was unable to provide a timescale for these works. 

4.6 The state of each of the properties varied, and panel members had 

mixed views about how tenants could be encouraged to leave the 

properties in better condition. For example, the photograph below 

of 9 Walcot House shows the condition of the property before 

clearance contractors were brought in.  Although this may be an 

extreme case, the panel members felt that incentives such as ‘Clean 

and Clear’ schemes should be revisited and further promoted.  
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4.7 We requested details of 3 different randomly selected properties 

classed as ‘major voids’.  We wanted to ascertain a realistic 

timescales from the handover of keys to the final clean before being 

advertised as “to let”.  The time scales for these properties are 

attached as appendix 2.  When examining the time scales it typified 

what we felt were the unacceptable length of time for asbestos 

checks that we encountered on our site visits.  On closer 

examination of the dates, we found that the voids began on a 

Monday and were discussed at the voids team meeting on the 

following Thursday.  It was only at this point that the asbestos 

survey, if needed, was requested.  This amounts to nearly a week 

lost.    

4.8 We were informed that 106 voids (major works and routine) 

properties were completed between April – May 2012, and we 

questioned how many of these were delayed by the extra week as 

highlighted in point 4.7 above.  The panel felt that the asbestos 

surveys, could be ordered in advance to be done as soon as 

property becomes void, if not before, particularly when the 

turnaround for 20 major works properties in April – May 2012 was 

1517 days, with 72 days being the average turnaround per major 

works. 
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5. Main findings  

5.1 We identified major works voids as being problematic and resulting 

in homes being unavailable to let to waiting tenants for longer then 

necessary. 

 

5.2 Viewing the voids and lettings procedure chart that was being used 

at that time (and through discussions with staff) it was apparent 

that the several decision points, major or minor, throughout the 

major works process could be better managed by a single individual 

with sufficient authority to make things happen efficiently and in the 

shortest practical timescale.  In one month (February 2012) 72 

properties were re-let including 20 involving major work which 

involved at least 3 separate Trust departments.  

 

5.3 We found that the average number of days for major works 

properties (see Appendix 3) over the last financial year was 

between 2 to 4 months.  The loss of revenue from major works 

voids would be substantial – for example, if in any one period 20 

properties are Void for even just one week and rent was an average 

of £100 per week, the loss would be: 

 

20 vacant homes x £100pw = £2000 pw 

With 20 properties involved (e.g. February 2012) in any month this 

accounts for lost rent in the order of £8666 pcm*  

(This figure is probably much higher due the aforementioned 

government legislation) 

*4.333 weeks in a month 

5.4 We found there were no targets set from the very beginning of the 

major works process to full completion.  This leaves several days or 

weeks of inactivity on some properties before the expected repairs 

are started. 

 

5.5 Before any major work can commence, it is necessary to survey the 

property for the possible presence of asbestos which might be 

disturbed during the work. This survey is carried out by an external 

specialist contractor and takes an estimated 3 weeks, but more 

typically as long as 6 weeks.  We feel this is a major contributor to 

the final timescale. 
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5.6 Without exception, our 3 interviews with various trades staff and 

officers (on voids classed as major or minor) resulted in their 

expression that homes would be available to let far more quickly if 

there were more trade staff employed. It is inevitable that 

insufficient workforce will lead to increased timescales, additional 

loss of revenue, and increase in poor perception of voids 

management by customers. 

 

5.7 Currently, we are informed that more then 40% of the major work 

voids is performed by outside contractors, which incurs additional 

costs and inevitable delay.  Increasing in-house workforce will not 

only provide effective response to major works repairs, but also, in 

our opinion, superior quality of work, more accountability and 

consistency with Curo quality standards                                 

 

 

 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

6.1 The lettings process is (perhaps necessarily) complex. Involving as 

it does, the work of Lettings Services themselves, Voids inspectors, 

asbestos inspection contractors, Asset Management, Cleaning 

Contractors and in the case of Major Works voids, trades staff and 

environmental health. 

 

a) It is recommended that serious consideration be given to 

giving responsibility for the overall management of the 

process to a single individual with sufficient authority to 

effectively co-ordinate the work. One of the key functions of 

this role would be to ensure effective and streamlined co-

ordination of major works void management between 

various service areas and contractors. 

 

6.2 There are no overall targets for time taken from keys received to 

re-letting major works void properties.  The lack of performance 

targets impacts poorly on customer confidence of the voids process.  

 

b) Consider setting targets to re-let major works voids from 

the time keys are returned all the way through to the new 

tenant receiving the keys, and the initial Voids Officer 
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Inspection.  Also, look into the possibility of implementing a 

possible green amber red alert system for when a void 

property over-runs the target date for example. 

 

6.3 The asbestos survey takes up a significant part of the overall time 

of major works voids before work can even begin on a property. A 

process that takes 3 to 6 weeks minimum seems excessive given 

the delay and lost rent. 

 

c) It is recommended that consideration should be given to 

find a better performing contractor or to find means to 

incentivise the existing one. If this is merely an availability 

issue, look into the cost efficiency of hiring more asbestos 

specialists at certain times of high void numbers. 

 

d) Alternatively, look into whether any savings of both time 

and money could be made by training / employing in-house 

asbestos specialists 

 

e) Review the process of requesting / scheduling asbestos 

surveys with a view of considering whether these could be 

ordered in advance to be done as soon as property becomes 

void, if not before.  

 

6.4 Although there are good technical abilities in-house to carry out the 

work involved (with the exception of the asbestos survey) and we 

found that the work is of a high quality, it is evident that there are  

insufficient trades staff to deal with all the work required to bring 

properties back into use in shorter timescales.  

 

f) Find out if it is cost efficient to hire more trades staff on a 

permanent basis or Agency staff for shorter contracts only 

during busy void periods. Balance the costs of voids delayed 

in re-letting due to understaffing against paying wages to 

further trades staff. 

 

6.5 The state of properties when a tenant leaves will inevitably vary.  

Although there is the current ‘Clean & Clear’ scheme, it needs to be 

reviewed and further promoted as an incentive to tenants to leave 

the property in a decent condition, which will contribute towards 

reducing the voids time. 
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g) Review existing incentives for Clean & Clear scheme and 

develop a robust programme to promote such a scheme to 

tenants. 
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Appendix 1   Questions posed by Panel and responses received 

Defining voids - A breakdown of voids, the voids process & major works 

Below are several questions posed by the Resident Scrutiny Panel with a view to 

understanding what defines a void property, what delays are encountered and 

when the status is removed from a property to make it available for letting? 

You asked us… Our expert replied… Our expert 

was… 

Definition of voids 

– What is a void 

and how does a 

property becomes 

classified as void? 

 

Void – the term used to describe a 

property that has become empty for 

one of the following reasons: 

 The tenant has given four 
weeks’ notice. 

 The keys have been returned to 
the Trust without notice. 

 The property has been 

abandoned. 
 The tenant has died, leaving no 

eligible successor. 
 Transfer of the existing tenant 

from their current Somer 

property to a new Somer 
property. 

 The tenant has been evicted. 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

What data is 

available on voids 

and lettings 

(Empty homes, 

including those as 

a result of major 

repairs, either on 

our own systems 

or available on the 

internet for 

residents to view)? 

 

A range of data is held and maintained 

regarding voids and lettings. The data 

is extracted from the organisation’s 

Housing Management System, 

Orchard. The data includes; 

 % Total homes vacant. 

 % of general needs and 
sheltered homes vacant 
(available and unavailable to 

let). Unavailable to let includes 
major works projects. 

 % Void loss  
 Turnover. 
 Average void turnaround times. 

 Customer satisfaction (from Jan 
2012 this has been out sourced 

to Voluntas). 
 Void Master Spreadsheet for 

weekly progress tracking of re-

let and void performance. 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

& Lettings Co-

ordinator 



 14 

 Residents are provided with a 

Lettings update through Somer 
Times. Performance Information 
is also accessible on the Somer 

Web site. 
 Customers under offer are 

routinely kept informed of 
progress from the interview 
stage, property viewing, 

through until the tenancy sign 
up. 

How is the data 

kept, organised 

and presented? 

 

 Monthly ‘Dashboard’ analysis for 
GX of key performance areas 

including void turnaround. 
 Monthly report for properties 

empty for 6+ weeks (this 

process began in Feb 2012). 
 Group wide Performance Report 

on a quarterly basis. 
 Weekly progress meetings for 

the void and lettings staff to 

monitor all live projects on the 
Voids Master Spreadsheet 

(VMS).  
 CORE – external performance 

monitoring. 

 RSR – Annual Regulatory 
Statistical Return (from 2012 

referred to as NROSH). 
 Annual Lettings Report (from 

the Assistant Director of 

Tenancy Services). 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

& Lettings Co-

ordinator 

Which voids are 

included in voids 

statistics (I.e. Do 

they include empty 

homes as a result 

of major works?  If 

not why not?) 

 

In accordance with key performance 

requirements, average void 

turnaround time includes dwellings 

subject to routine maintenance (from 

tenancy end to tenancy start). 

The Housing Corporation and more 

recently the TSA do not consider 

major works properties in the headline 

performance measure for average void 

turnaround. 

The Trust monitors major works void 

properties and this information is 

captured on the Performance suite 

(shared drive). More recently the Trust 

has also introduced the monthly report 

highlighting empty properties of 6+ 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

& Lettings Co-

ordinator 
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weeks, which includes major works 

projects. 

What is meant by 

average void time? 

(i.e. is it a mean or 

a median?) 

Average void turnaround time is a 

‘mean’ figure. This is a regulatory 

performance measure. 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

& Lettings Co-

ordinator 

Do B&NES 

processes affect 

the length of time 

of Somer’s voids? 

 

There is an impact on the letting 

process due to the marketing 

requirements of local authorities 

Choice Based Lettings schemes.  

This includes the lead in time for 

properties advertised in weekly 

newspapers. A bidding cycle may take 

up to 2 ½ weeks from the decision to 

advertise to the availability of the 

short listing.  

Properties subject to rural connection 

criteria may be subject to a further 7 

day delay due to the verification 

process. 

Bidding cycles vary among local 

authority partners. 

Where practicable the Trust optimises 

the use of the contractual notice 

period to negate the potential impact 

of the bidding cycle. 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

& Lettings Co-

ordinator 

When does a void 

start? (I.e. When 

notice is given or 

when the tenant 

leaves)? 

 

The void period starts from the end of 

the contractual notice period, or NTQ, 

or execution of the eviction warrant, 

or surrender of the keys. 

Routinely the return of the keys from 

the former tenant to correspond with 

the end of the notice period is the 

start of the void period.  

The termination of a current tenancy is 

the start of the void period. 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

& Lettings Co-

ordinator 

At what point does 

a void stop being a 

The void period incorporates a 

discernible break of occupancy and 

Lettings Services 
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void? 

 

ends at the point a new tenancy 

commences. 

The void is from the end of one 

tenancy up until the start of another. 

Manager 

& Lettings Co-

ordinator 

What do housing 

laws / regulations 

say about voids 

and how do we 

assess whether we 

are meeting these 

obligations? 

 

Our commitments to customers are 

outlined within the Trust’s service 

standards and reflect the national 

standards introduced by the Tenant 

Services Authority (TSA). 

As part of the Trust’s approach to 

customer engagement we seek 

feedback as to whether we’re meeting 

these commitments. 

Legal requirements also relate to Gas 

Safety (Gas Safe) and Electrical Safety 

(NICEIC) and these form part of the 

Trust’s service standards. 

The production of an Energy 

Performance Certificate is a legal 

requirement which the Trust 

undertakes during the break of 

occupancy and provides at tenancy 

sign up. 

The Trust’s statutory and contractual 

obligations are detailed within the 

tenancy agreement.  

Lettings Services 

Manager 

How is void 

performance 

benchmarked? (I.e. 

Benchmarked 

against what and 

who decides?) 

 

Lettings and void performance is 

benchmarked against the annual 

performance target and whether the 

trend is remaining the same, 

improving or declining. 

The Group wide performance report 

provides visibility and an internal 

benchmark between Somer 

Community Housing Trust, Redland 

and SHAPE. 

The Quarterly report also affords a 

benchmark with Housemark data for 

all registered providers from the 

Lettings Services 

Manager 
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previous annual return. This provides 

an external context on a national basis 

as to how our performance compares 

with our peer group organisations and 

whether for example we’re in the 

upper quartile performance range.   

Who decides when 

major works are 

required? 

 

Major works elements are considered 

following the void inspection, with 

reference to Orchard property 

attributes and in dialogue with Asset 

Management. 

Where previous tenants have declined 

programmed major works such as 

kitchen & bathroom refurbishment or 

heating upgrade the break of 

occupancy is deemed an appropriate 

time to complete the necessary 

modernisation and property 

investment. 

Lettings Services 

Manager 

Who does what 

when a property 

becomes vacant 

as a result of 

major works?  

(i.e. When 

repairs or asset 

management or 

other 

departments co-

ordinate with 

each other and 

there are 

standards / 

timescales for 

these?) 

 

Major works are completed by a 

combination of in-house and 

partnering contractors. 

Following the termination of the MITIE 

term contract a number of contingency 

arrangements were introduced to 

alleviate concerns regarding delays in 

the turnaround process.  

Performance requirements have been 

established and 100% inspections 

undertaken by the Lead Asset 

Management Surveyor or Clerk of 

Works. This ensures consistency 

regarding quality standards. 

Monthly meetings have been 

scheduled with Asset Management and 

Contractors to ensure routine 

monitoring, and to establish target 

handovers.  

Lettings Services 

Manager 
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Appendix 2:   Time line for three random major works properties  

17 Hampton View - 3 Bed 

House 

PLANNED 

START 

DATE 

NOTES Accumulated 

days 

Notice received date 27/02/12 Notice period while resident is moving out – tenancy is terminated on 09/04/12 when the keys are 

returned, this is when the void starts. 

29 

Void inspection 04/04/12 Within notice period - 

Void works issue date 05/04/12 Within notice period - 

Keys received date 09/04/12  - 

Void date 09/04/12  - 

Asbestos survey requested 12/04/12  3 

Asbestos survey received 02/05/12 The receipt of the targeted asbestos survey on 02/05/12 represents the 'go live' date for the major works 

element. 

20 

Void works in progress 02/05/12 Major works element: Gas central heating upgrade following the part 1 failure identified by the in-house 

gas team. Referred to Lovell's via Keith Cloke the Asset Mgmt lead Surveyor for heating 

22 

Property clean date 25/05/12  1 

Ready to let date 25/05/12 

Property let 25/05/12 

  Void time in days (termination date to tenancy start date) 45 

  Working days from receipt of the asbestos survey until the ready to let date (excludes weekends) 17 
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26 Sherwood Close - 1 Bed 

Sheltered Bungalow 

PLANNED 

START 

DATE 

NOTES Accumulated 

days 

Notice received date 06/02/12 Notice period while resident is moving out – tenancy is terminated on 26/03/12 when the keys are 

returned, this is when the void starts. 

35 

Keys received date 29/02/12  - 

Void date 26/03/12  - 

Asbestos survey requested 29/03/12  21 

Void inspection 29/03/12  

Void works issue date 30/03/12  

Asbestos survey received 18/04/12 The receipt of the targeted asbestos survey on 18/04/12 represents the 'go live' date for the major works 

element. 

- 

Void works in progress 18/04/12 Major works element. Kitchen and bathroom refurbishment included adaptations to the bathroom, 

decorations & routine maintenance. Other non-essential asset mgmt works such as DG window upgrade 

referred to Keith Fowler to survey, order and issue works to be completed in the post tenancy period (to 

avoid holding the property void). 

29 

Property clean date 15/05/12  

Ready to let date 17/05/12  2 

Property let 28/05/12  10 

  Void time in days (termination date to tenancy start date) 62 

  Working days from receipt of the asbestos survey until the ready to let date (excludes weekends) 21 
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13 Springfield Crest - 2 Bed 

Ground Floor Flat 

PLANNED 

START 

DATE 

NOTES Accumulated  

days 

Notice received date 02/03/12 Notice period while resident is moving out – tenancy is terminated on 16/04/12 when the keys are 

returned, this is when the void starts. 

52 

Keys received date 16/04/12  - 

Void date 16/04/12  - 

Void inspection 17/04/12  1 

Void works issue date 18/04/12  1 

Asbestos survey requested 19/04/12  1 

Asbestos survey received 01/05/12 The receipt of the targeted asbestos survey on 01/05/12 represents the 'go live' date for the major works 

element 

12 

Void works in progress 01/05/12 Major works element: Gas central heating upgrade following the part 1 failure identified by the in-house 

gas team. Referred to Lovell's via Keith Cloke the Asset Mgmt lead Surveyor for heating 

24 

 

Property clean date 25/05/12  

Ready to let date 28/05/12  - 

Property let 07/06/12  12 

  Void time working days (termination date to tenancy start date) 51 

  Working days from receipt of the asbestos survey until the ready to let date (excludes weekends) 19 
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Major Works Voids 

20 major works voids completed in April and May 

1517 days total turnaround for major works properties in April and May 

72.2 days average turnaround per major works properties in April and May 

All Voids (both routine and major works) 

106 total voids completed in April and May 

3573 days total turnaround for all voids in April and May 

33.70 days average turnaround per property in April and May 
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Appendix 3 – Average number of days for major works empty properties  

Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4

2010-2011 71 87

2011-2012 63 79 130 122
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Quarters 

Average number of days for major works empty properties 

This graph shows the 2010/11 figures and 2011/12 figures as a comparison. 

Unfortunately the organisation was not required to collect comprehensive information 

about their major works process and the time it took from tenancy termination to re-let 

date. This information was introduced in October 2010 so we are able to compare the 

last two quarters of 2010/11 with 2011/12.  The figures for 2011/12 have increased, this 

is due to an increased number of properties that have required major work and also the 

type of work required. There were several properties in Quarter 3 and 4 of 2011/12 that 

required a heating upgrade which was dealt with by our Asset Management department, 

as well as this most required a combination of either a new kitchen or bathroom and in 

some cases both and as these were all Georgian properties there were also issues 

surrounding obtaining listed building planning permission. 

 

Number of major works empty properties 

  Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4 

2010-2011     31 48 

2011-2012 35 36 39 48 

 


