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Industry needs support
as Covid-19 continues
to cause devastation

A

ART

s we approach the end
of the year, many of us
will be looking forward
to seeing the back of
2020 and hoping 2021
will bring better tidings.
It has been an awful
year and there are further challenges ahead.
Here at the National Residential
Landlords Association (NRLA), we have
ploughed many hours into working with the
Government to ensure the courts were able
to open in September and that priority was
secured for cases of antisocial behaviour
and significant rent arrears.
The Government then introduced its tier
system, including a pause on evictions in Tiers
2 and 3, ahead of a further national lockdown.
These new rules further underline
the need for a comprehensive package of
financial support for tenants, and I would
like to take this opportunity to say a huge
thank you to all those members who shared
their experiences with their MPs and the
media to help support our campaign on
this issue. These stories make a huge impact
when it comes to countering the ‘them
and us’ narrative that we so often see in
the press, and are helping to highlight the
significant challenges that good, dedicated
landlords are facing.
We are pleased to see tenants’ groups,
charities, MPs and Peers from all parties
now backing our calls.
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ENERGY EFFICIENCY
While Covid-19 continues to dominate
the headlines, life and lettings, the
Government’s new Green Homes Grant
scheme launched this autumn.
In the past few months, we have met with
housing minister Christopher Pincher,

Government proposals
will see energyefficiency standards
raised in the private
rented sector

BEN’S TOP
READS

While Covid19 continues
to dominate
life and
lettings, the
Government’s
new Green
Homes Grant
scheme
launched
this autumn

BEIS minister Kwasi Kwarteng and Welsh
housing minister Julie James to discuss
energy efficiency and the Government’s
plan to raise minimum energy-efficiency
standards in the private rented sector to
a C rating.
It is clear from these talks that the
Government is committed to this direction
of travel and, with this in mind – and
the tight timescales involved – I would
encourage landlords to take advantage of
the support being made available, sooner
rather than later.
I hope the winter break offers you the
opportunity to take a step back from
day-to-day worries and that 2021 will be
a healthy and prosperous year for you.
Be assured, we shall be with you every step
of the way to tackle the challenges ahead.
BEN BEADLE
Chief executive, NRLA

BUILDING
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Landlord and TV
presenter Sian
Astley on creating
a property business
from scratch
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Courts are faced
with huge backlogs
as they reopen

Could landlords face a wait
of two years for court dates?
The reopening of the courts has meant relief for many, but the system sees new changes in place

SHUTTERSTOCK

T

he courts finally
opened their doors
in September,
following a lastminute Government
extension to the ban on
repossessions. Landlords going
through the court process –
many of whom are owed
significant amounts in arrears
predating the crisis, or are
grappling with antisocial
tenants – breathed a collective

sigh of relief. However, ‘open’
is not the equivalent of
‘functioning as normal’.
Contrary to the claims of
campaigners and tenants’
groups, there was not a ‘tsunami
of evictions’ on 21 September.
How could there be? While
courts were ‘open’, no hearings
were taking place. For the first
month at least, courts were
working through the huge
backlog of administration.

Further delays will result
from the decision of bailiffs and
enforcement officers to agree to
the Lord Chancellor’s request
not to execute warrants for
possession in areas under Tier 2
and 3 restrictions, and in Wales
if a local or national lockdown is
in place. At the time of going to
press, this ban was expected to
be extended across the country
as part of the Government’s
four-week national lockdown.

The National Residential
Landlords Association (NRLA)
believes some landlords could
face waits of up to two years to
get ‘non-priority’ cases heard
in court, just one of the reasons
it is campaigning for more
financial support for the sector.
WHAT HAS CHANGED?
The changes brought in when
the courts reopened mean
landlords who started
Winter 2020 / 07
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PRIORITY CASES:
The Government has said
priority will be given to
cases involving:
●● Antisocial behaviour
●● Extreme rent arrears
(12 months’ rent or nine
months – if that is at
least 25 per cent of
a landlord’s income)

●● Squatters/illegal occupiers
●● Domestic violence
●● Fraud or deception
●● Unlawful subletting
●● Abandonment/

non-occupation
●● Where a tenant has died
●● Cases predating the stay.

EXEMPTIONS TO SIXMONTH NOTICE PERIOD:
●● Antisocial behaviour –
four weeks’ notice
●● Rent arrears of six months
or more – four weeks’ notice
●● Right to Rent breaches –
three months’ notice
●● Obtaining a tenancy by
fraud – two weeks’ notice
●● Death of a tenant – three
months’ notice.
In Wales, the only exception
is antisocial behaviour.
If landlords’ circumstances
meet any of these criteria,
they should consider using the
Section 8 route to repossession,
which is likely to be much more
timely than Section 21.
John Stewart, the NRLA’s
deputy director of policy and
research, said: “Courts were
already slow before the
pandemic, with significant
waiting times. They now have
to deal with that existing
backlog. The need to socially
distance means capacity will
be reduced, even with the new
‘Nightingale’ courts.
“Serving notice is not going
to be a ‘quick fix’ for landlords,
so we are encouraging people
to come to some arrangement
with their tenants. It is vital the
Government steps up to support
landlords who may be struggling
to pay their own bills as a result
of their tenants’ circumstances.”

“Serving notice is not
going to be a ‘quick fix’
for landlords”
JOHN STEWART

New rules
aim to avoid
going to court

NRLA GOLDEN RULES
The NRLA has worked with the Government to create the
below list of rules; follow these to try to keep out of court…

1

COMMUNICATE
Talk to your tenants to
agree the best way forward.
Try to understand:
●● the cause of arrears
●● how they have been
affected by coronavirus
●● how this has impacted
on their ability to pay rent
●● the tenant’s general
financial situation
●● what ability there is for
an arrears payment plan.

2

ESTABLISH
Find out if the tenant may
be considered vulnerable,
such as disabled or a single
parent. If they are, local
authority housing teams
can give advice and support.

6

CONSENT
Where the tenant is
claiming benefits, see if
you are about to get rent
paid directly to you through
an alternative payment
arrangement. You can
also request deductions
to repay arrears.

7

GUARANTORS
If there is a guarantor
in place, involve them in
discussions with tenants
regarding payment of rent.
Note that the financial
situation of guarantors
may also have changed.

8

SIGNPOST
Point the tenant to groups
that may be able to provide
support or advice.

MEDIATE
If you cannot initially
agree, an independent
mediator could help resolve
your differences without
the time/cost of taking a
possession case to court.

4

9

3

AGREE
Seek to agree an
affordable payment plan.
Guidance is available from
the NRLA.

5

BE CLEAR
Provide rent statements
for three-month periods (or
13-week periods if rent is
paid weekly), showing any
temporary reductions in
rent or deferred payments.

RECORD
Keep copies of all
documentation and a
record of all contact with
the tenant, and provide
the information to the
court should proceedings
be necessary.
Full guidance, including
template documents and
links to support agencies,
can be found at nrla.org.uk

SHUTTERSTOCK; ALL INFORMATION CORRECT AT TIME OF GOING TO PRINT
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proceedings ahead of 3 August
this year now need to serve a
‘reactivation’ notice to say they
still want to move forward.
A new step has also been added
to the court process: a ‘review’
hearing, in which courts will
find out if cases are still going
ahead and can ask questions
– virtually – of both parties.
Landlords will need to show
they have taken into account
ways in which their tenant may
have been affected by Covid-19
before applying to serve notice,
and if they have been affected,
they can mark their hearings as
a ‘Covid-19 case’.
This means they have
suffered ‘hardship’ as a result of
Covid-19 and could help when
it comes to getting a hearing
date. Tenants can also ask to
have cases Covid-19 marked.
Throughout the stay on
evictions, the NRLA campaigned
long and hard for the
Government to prioritise cases
that predated the pandemic and
involved serious issues such as
antisocial behaviour, violence
and extreme rent arrears
unrelated to Covid-19.
The Government took this
recommendation on board –
and in addition to prioritising
cases, it has also reduced the
six-month notice period in
certain circumstances.
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We look at what residential landlords are doing in response to the Government’s adjustments to tax

SUBS
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Landlords have taken a battering
from the taxman in recent years –
with major changes to mortgage
interest relief, stamp duty and
wear and tear allowances to
name just a few.
In all 2,135 landlords
responded to our Quarter 3
landlord survey on finance and
tax, which included questions
on the impact of changes on
the way landlords run their
businesses – and what future
adjustments could mean.
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79%
9%
12%
are sole traders

operate a limited company

include a combination of sole
traders, limited companies,
a partnership or a family trust

TAX CHANGES AND DEADLINES
Tax changes have caused
huge distortions in the
market in the past – as
was be seen when the
Government announced the
introduction of the 3% stamp
duty surcharge for landlords
in 2016. Figures from the
Office for National Statistics
show sales were up 71% in
March 2016, ahead of the
new tax coming in on 1 April,
following the Chancellor’s
2015 autumn statement.

Residential property sales
JANUARY 2016: 59,471

FEBRUARY 2016: 62,624
MARCH 2016: 106, 990
APRIL 2016: 44,929

In July this year, the Chancellor announced the nil rate
threshold for stamp duty land tax would be increased from
£125,000 to £500,000 until 31 March next year. As a result:

7% 16% 66%

SAID THEY
WERE MORE
LIKELY
TO BUY

SAID THEY
WERE MORE
LIKELY
TO SELL

SAID THERE
WOULD
BE NO
DIFFERENCE

CAPITAL GAINS TAX

The Government has announced a review of the way capital
gains tax (CGT) works. It has been suggested that it could
raise CGT to income tax levels.
When asked what they would do, landlords said:
50 (3%)
Other
313 (16%)
Don’t know
543 (27%)
No impact
on plans

406 (20%)
Try and rush through
the sale of one or
more properties
before the increase
took effect
669 (34%)
Hold on to properties
you want to sell
for longer

IMPACT OF
TAX CHANGES

Percentage of landlords
finding recent changes/
reforms negative to
their business:
MORTGAGE INTEREST RELIEF 59%
STAMP DUTY LAND TAX 40%
CAPITAL GAINS TAX 44%
WEAR & TEAR ALLOWANCES 54%
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Introducing the UKRPA –
tackling energy theft

SUBS

WHAT IS THE UKRPA?
A trade association for the
exchange of information
and best practices related
to Revenue Protection – the
prevention, detection and
rectification of electricity and
gas theft. Established in 1998,
the Association consists of
organisations throughout
the energy sector. We
work collaboratively with
stakeholders to maintain
safe industry standards, and
increase awareness and
knowledge of energy theft
and meter tampering.
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HOW CAN WE HELP YOU?
The UKRPA engages with
wider stakeholders to
develop processes ensuring
the best operation of Revenue
Protection activities. We
are keen to collaborate with
landlords, housing associations
and trusts to champion energy
theft best practice.
UKRPA LANDLORD
COMMUNICATIONS
PROTOCOL
The Landlord
Communications Protocol
was formed in 2013 to improve
collaborative working
arrangements between
UKRPA members and
landlords to support energy
theft education, discovery
and action.
The work undertaken by
landlords often involves staff
and contractors interacting
with electricity and gas
supplies serving their
properties. These staff can
encounter energy theft and

UKRPA members’
staff can uncover
instances of
energy theft and
tampered supplies

tampered supplies, both
warranting urgent attention
by energy companies to make
safe (where necessary) and
take corrective action. Energy
Suppliers are responsible
for investigating all fraud
reports, to detect and deter
energy theft.
Landlords and housing
associations therefore
require the ability to engage
directly with relevant energy
companies to report meter
tampers and ensure
effective action is taken.
Organisations need accurate,
up-to-date contact details
and safety information on
tampered supplies.
The protocol sets out the
point-to-point operational
contacts and interoperability
arrangements between energy
organisations and landlords.

The document is available
to all UKRPA members and
signatories, and we want to
widen its reach.
LEGAL RESPONSIBILITY
FOR ENERGY THEFT
Responsibility for the criminal
activity lies with the person
who tampered with the supply
(including requesting this by
a third party). This is often the
person living in the property
or paying the energy bills at
the time the tampering is
deemed to have occurred.
Payment of the stolen
energy costs is the
responsibility of the person
liable for payment of the bills
at that time. This could be
the tenant and/or landlord,
depending on the nature of
the tenancy agreement. For
example, where the landlord

is responsible for paying the
utility bills and the tenant
tampers independently, the
landlord would be liable for
the cost of stolen energy (and
associated investigation).
CONTACT US
For more information or
to sign up to our Landlord
Communications Protocol,
email UKRPA@Gemserv.com,
call 020 7090 1070 or visit our
website at www.ukrpa.co.uk
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Reopening of courts
sees the end of
evictions ban

T

SUBS

he ending of the
evictions ban has
dominated the
headlines, with the
courts reopening
on 21 September.
In its coverage, The Guardian
warned: “Tens of thousands
of struggling private renters
need new legal protections
and emergency financial
aid to prevent a rise in
homelessness” when the ban
ended, quoting Shelter, the
Bishop of Manchester and the
Local Government Association
– all of whom spoke out about
the need to protect renters.
The Independent reported on
the British Medical Association
warning that plans to end the
ban could have “devastating
consequences” on health.

ART
PRODUCTION
CLIENT

It called on the Government
to enact emergency legislation
to ensure everyone who is
homeless or at risk of
homelessness has access
to safe accommodation.
Elsewhere, The Times
reported landlords were being
left “to pay too high a price”,
while The Telegraph told the
story of 78-year-old landlord
Jennifer Smith, whose tenant
had cost £57,000, but who
she could not evict due to
the ban.
Her case took five months
to get to court, and after she
was successful – and awarded
payment of back rent and
repossession – it took another
six months to get a bailiff.
The eviction date was set for
May. But then the pandemic

Landlords have
had to wait
months for the
courts to reopen

brought the eviction ban.
Her situation is by no means
unique – and National
Residential Landlords
Association (NRLA) landlords
appeared in a number of media
packages in newspapers and
on TV and radio, sharing
their stories.

During August and
September, landlords and
NRLA representatives appeared
on the BBC, ITV and Channel 4
news, Newsnight, The Today
Programme, Times Radio, BBC
Radio 4’s Money Box and in major
national newspapers, including
The Telegraph and Daily Mail.

Sadiq Khan calls for two-year rent freeze

SHUTTERSTOCK

L

ondon mayor Sadiq
Khan – who has
long called for
rent controls in
the capital – has
called for powers to bring
in a two-year rent freeze.
The BBC reported on
research from the Greater
London Authority and YouGov,
which claimed 500,000 private
renters in London were
potentially facing eviction,
and Sadiq’s call, which he
said would help prevent
widespread evictions as
a result of Covid-19.
He said: “More than ever,
Covid-19 means that many

“Covid-19 means
many of London’s
private renters
are facing a really
uncertain future”
SADIQ KHAN

of London’s private renters
are facing a really uncertain
future.” He urged the
Government to give him
powers to freeze rent to
prevent a ‘tsunami of evictions’.
The BBC report quoted
Chris Norris, director of policy
and campaigns at the National
Residential Landlords
Association, who said rent
controls would be a disaster for
anyone looking for somewhere
to rent, driving landlords out
of the market and exacerbating
an already serious shortage of
homes available.
The Guardian also covered
the story, saying the request

for powers over rents to be
devolved to City Hall was
unlikely to be approved, but
quoted officials as arguing
that following radical steps,
including the furlough
scheme and the evictions ban,
ministers should act on rents.
In its coverage, The
Independent quoted a
spokesperson for the Ministry
of Housing, Communities and
Local Government, who said
the department had already
taken “unprecedented action”
by imposing a ban on eviction
in the first place, and argued
controlling rents was the
wrong course of action.
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he Government’s
new Green Homes
Grant has now been
launched, offering
grants of up to
£5,000 for energy-efficiency
upgrades to homes – including
those rented out.
The Sun welcomed the move,
which it said will mean “Brits
can soon insulate their homes
for less”, quoting business
secretary Alok Sharma, who
said the scheme will mean
“hundreds of pounds off energy
bills every year” and will
support 100,000 jobs in
green construction.
The Times and The Guardian
also included full details of who
is eligible for grants and how
to apply. However, it was not
universally praised.
The Daily Mail warned that,
as the Government has limited
the number of vouchers
available to 600,000, it could
be oversubscribed.
It also said both
householders and tradespeople
have been left ‘frustrated’ that
they only have six months
between the grant window
opening and closing to have
all improvements completed.
Businesses are reported to
have warned there may not
be enough tradespeople to
go around.
In addition to this, the Daily
Express warned that scammers
are now using the scheme to
try to harvest sensitive data.

Financial support for housing

A

s the end of
2020 heaves into
view, I am sure
that we are all
hoping for a
change in global fortunes, with
the consequence that life may
get a bit easier for landlords.
It has been a busy period
for the National Residential
Landlords Association since
the last issue of Property hit
doormats. We have had some
limited successes in helping
to get the courts reopened
for possession cases, albeit
with greater restrictions
on our freedom to exercise
possession rights.
We also managed to make
good headway on reducing
notice periods for landlords
facing significant arrears and
trying to deal with tenants’
antisocial behaviour.
All in all, we’re in a slightly
better place than we were
in early September when
landlords had no options
when faced with intransigent
tenants and potentially
ruinous losses. That being said,
we are not where we want
to be, and the financial pain
being felt by so many of our
landlord colleagues is palpable.

WESTMINSTER ANALYSIS
By Chris Norris

Our focus is
the viability
of landlords’
businesses
We are continuing to
work with the judiciary and
policymakers to find ways to
expedite landlords’ routes to
justice and to prioritise cases
against a backdrop of severe
backlogs to ensure those most
in need are able to access the
courts as soon as practicable.
However, realistically,
we expect that the system
we have in place is likely to
remain largely unchanged
until the new year.
Our focus this winter is
the viability of landlords’
businesses, and to maximise
this we have to look at
financial support and welfare.
With no budget statement
this autumn, we are working
on affecting the Chancellor’s

spending review to achieve
two things:
●● Direct financial support to
clear arrears, which would
otherwise leave landlords no
option but to end tenancies
●● Structural reform of
Universal Credit to enable it
to better mirror the market.
We have built a broad
coalition of organisations in
the housing sector to support
these calls and always need
your help to achieve the
changes that we all want to see.
Aside from the immediate
challenges brought about by
the response to Covid-19, we
must also keep an eye to the
Renters’ Reform Bill, which
is coming down the track and
spells big changes.
To find out what we’re
calling for in that bill,
subscribe to our e-newsletters
at nrla.org.uk/account/
preferences
Find out more about our
campaigns at nrla.org.uk/
campaigns/coronavirus
Chris Norris is director
of policy and campaigns
at the NRLA.
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Grants
scheme for
green homes
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Do you use an agent?
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Do you do it all yourself when it comes to running your portfolio – or is a good
letting agent a vital component of your business plan? We asked you what you
think about using agents as part of this month’s Big Question
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s with many
decisions when it
comes to property,
the choice as to
whether to use
an agent or not is a big one.
Letting agents offer various
different levels of service –
from finding tenants to full
management – and, although
there are costs involved,
landlords who use them say
a good agent can offer peace
of mind, particularly if they have
other commitments or calls on
their time.
Others believe selfmanagement is the only way to
be fully in control of their rental
homes and who lives there,
while at the same time saving
money on fees.
Do you use an agent to help
run your portfolio – or do you
prefer to do the work yourself?
Would you use an agent for some
aspects of the business, such as
finding tenants, or hand over the
lot to a third party?
Opinions – and experiences
– vary hugely across the board
and we asked you what you
think as part of our Big Question
feature in this issue of members’
magazine Property.
We had a great response, with
close to 100 of you getting in
contact to share your views, with
fewer than half of you saying you
use an agent.

Landlords who
use them say
a good agent
can offer peace
of mind
16 / Winter 2020
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THE BIG
QUESTION

HERE’S WHAT YOU HAD TO SAY…
Do you use an agent? Ninety-four
landlords responded to our Facebook
poll asking whether they use an agent
when running their portfolios. In total,
41 per cent (39) said they do, with 59
per cent (55) saying no.
Alan Walton is
a landlord from
London with two
properties in the
capital and four in the
Midlands. He says he uses
an agent for a number
of reasons.
My properties are
spread over different
areas, so my agents act as
local contacts for the tenants
and it is easier for the agents
to conduct property
inspections and viewings than
for me. I work full-time, so the
agents are a big time-saver
when it comes to handling
maintenance issues, and
I can leverage their experience
and their contacts with
local tradespeople.
“I also believe that
outsourcing the day-to-day
running of the properties
allows me more time to focus
on continuing to build up my
property portfolio.”
Kevin Phillips is
a landlord from
Christchurch with
three properties.
I have done all the
training and selfmanage. I just use an agent
for the bits I can’t do very

NO
59%

YES
41%

well – namely marketing and
finding a tenant. Agents are
very well geared up for this,
whereas because I live over
an hour’s drive away, I am
often not available to show
tenants around.”
Ashley Wong is a
landlord based in
London. She has
six buy-to-let
properties for working
couples and families, most
of which are outside the
capital, and uses agents.
I use letting agents
because my properties
are remote from me, and with
a full-time job, I want someone
to manage the day-to-day
running of my properties.
“Not only does this let me
concentrate on my job during
the day, but it also allows
me to spend time outside
work expanding my
property portfolio.
“Agents are definitely
not all equal and it can
take some disappointing
experiences before
I find one that suits my
requirements. I consider
myself an educated landlord
and I look for agents that are
professional and honest.

“I find the more you can talk
to an agent and understand
them before you appoint
them, the more successful
the relationship will be.”
Prafula Copp is a landlord in
London with a small portfolio
of properties. She manages
the properties herself, using
an online agent solely to
find tenants.
My properties are part
of a large development
and I have had some bad

Vox pop, 1

PORTFOLIO

Send us your views by
emailing landlords@
nrla.org.uk, respond via
our social media channels
@nrla and the NRLA
Facebook page

“There is also the issue
of compliance. A landlord
could find themselves facing
significant fines and struggling
to repossess should the agent
fail to issue tenants with the
right documentation – and
get the right proof.”

SHUTTERSTOCK

Graham Boggia
is a landlord from
Kent who has
six properties.
We self-manage.
Meeting and dealing
with potential customers who
turn into long-term clients
is part of what makes the
business interesting. Also, we
still have ultimate responsibility
for the property and aspects of
the occupiers’ safety, and using
an agent does not negate that
liability. We know that the
people using our properties
as their homes prefer direct
liaison rather than the
somewhat faceless interaction
through letting agents. That’s
our experience anyway.”
experiences with agents.
There is a lot of competition
for tenants between local
letting agents and individual
landlords. One local agent used
photos of my property, without
my permission, to advertise
similar units. I called them,
posing as an interested tenant
and was told the pictured
property wasn’t available, but
they had similar ones nearby.
This has really put me off and
I have managed my properties
by myself for five years now.”

Callum Stevens is a
landlord in Southend
with a portfolio of
10 properties.
I don’t use a letting
agent; instead,
my mother manages my
properties and I have some
involvement and oversight.
One of the main reasons
for keeping management
‘in-house’ is I am more
involved in the tenant
referencing, selection and
the on-boarding process.

I still have to make the
big management and
maintenance decisions,
of course, but I have a lot
more free time.
“I have tried several different
agents – some are better
than others. I would do your
homework and don’t be afraid
to walk away if you aren’t
happy with the service.
Once you have a good
agent, they are worth their
weight in gold.”
Laura Catchpole is a landlord
from Surrey with two
properties in London. She
employs an agent to look after
one of them and manages the
other herself.
I used an agent for my
first rental and, due
to the terms of the contract,
am tied in with them until the
tenant moves on. When I took
on my second property, I felt
more confident and I manage
it myself.
“Going forward, I wouldn’t
use an agent again. I don’t feel
they have been particularly
transparent in terms of what
I am getting for my money.”

Neil Hazell is
a landlord with
seven properties
in south-east Wales.
THE NEXT BIG QUESTION:
I managed and
Ahead of the next issue of
marketed without
Property, we ask: Does your
agents for 20 years, but I have
tenant have free rein when
since found that a good agent
it comes to looking
will usually get you
after the garden?
a better tenant,
Have your say
at a higher rent,
LETTING
on our social
and cushion you
AGENT
media channels
against problems
or by emailing
arising, so now I’m
landlords@nrla.org.uk
80/20 using agents.
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How are you keeping yourself
and your tenants safe?

SUBS

D
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PRODUCTION

id you know
that humans are
estimated to have
around 1,500
bacteria living
on each square centimetre of
our skin, especially the hands?
It’s still hugely important
that appropriate hygiene
procedures are put in place
to keep you and your tenants
safe during the ongoing
Covid-19 pandemic.
This is especially true within
student living, HMOs and
shared accommodation, which
can make social distancing
even more difficult than usual.
This is where our PPE and
sanitising solutions come in:

CLIENT

HANDGUARD + 70%
ALCOHOL AND SURSOL
ALCOHOL-FREE
HAND SANITISER
Our HandGuard + contains
70 per cent alcohol, which
effectively kills 99.9 per cent of
bacteria on the hands as well as
surfaces with our disinfectant.
It also contains aloe vera
moisturiser to keep your hands
soft, with no sticky residue.
Another sanitiser option is
Sursol, which is a non-toxic,
alcohol-free and water-based
sanitiser and disinfectant.
Clinically tested to kill
swine flu, H1N1, bird flu,
H5N1 and MRSA, the active
ingredients of Sursol have
also tested positive for killing
SARS (a strain of coronavirus)
and norovirus.
SANITISER STATION
Our floor-standing, refillable
sanitiser stations help to

protect your staff and
customers against germs
and bacteria, ideal for
student accommodation,
HMOs and shared
accommodation. The height
ensures for ease of use for
adults and children alike.
MASK
The main benefit of wearing
a mask is that it helps to
prevent the spread of bacteria
and viruses. Our high-tensilestrength mask provides
high skin comfort in tough
conditions, with high bacterial
filtration efficiency.
FACE SHIELD, SPECTACLE
AND GOGGLE
Our disposable face shield
provides ‘over-the-top’
protection with a splash
guard, which protects

against splash and splatter
of fluid-borne pathogens.
It features an adjustable
head strap to keep the face
guard secure comfortably
for long durations.
These protective spectacles,
goggles and face shields can
be worn over prescription
eyewear and face mask, and
are highly durable and scratch
proof. Made of silicone frame
PC anti-fog lens.

Our experienced team
believes in high quality
without compromise.
CONTACT US
To find out more about
keeping yourself and tenants
safe, speak to a member of the
team by calling 0121 3141192,
emailing info@v2mpharma.
com or visiting our website at
v2mpharma.com

WHY CHOOSE
V2M PHARMA?
V2M Pharma Ltd is a UK-based
pharmaceutical wholesaler and
distributor registered with the
Medicines and Healthcare
Products Regulatory Agency,
and has partnerships and
accreditations with leading
regulatory companies in
the UK.
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How green is your rental?

REPRO OP

With the possibility of the Government increasing minimum energy-efficiency ratings in the
PRS, we find out what landlords have been doing to improve their properties for tenants

SUBS
ART
PRODUCTION

The environmental credentials of your
rental are once again coming under
the microscope, with the Government
consulting on plans to increase
minimum energy-efficiency ratings
in the private rented sector (PRS).
At present, PRS properties must have
a minimum rating of E on their Energy
Performance Certificates to be legally
let (unless there is a valid exemption).
New plans mean properties would
need a rating of C or higher.
With residential properties accounting
for a fifth of all carbon emissions, we
ask: how green is the rental sector as
a whole? How much further do we
have to go? And what are the benefits
of investing?

CLIENT

A MORE ENERGYEFFICIENT PRS

INVESTMENT IN
ENERGY EFFICIENCY

DECENT HOMES
STANDARD

ENERGY SAVINGS
MEAN COST SAVINGS

High rating bands
The latest English Housing
Survey figures show the
number of rental homes with
an energy-efficiency rating
band of A–C has increased
over the 10 years to 2018:

The improvements are a
step in the right direction;
National Residential Landlord
Association surveys show
landlords are willing to
invest in energy-efficiency
improvements to their
rental properties.

The signs are encouraging,
with investment by landlords
in energy improvements
seeing the proportion of
homes in the PRS which meet
the Decent Homes Standard
rise by 34.6 per cent in the
10 years to 2008.

Percentage of landlords
who have installed heating
and insulation features
in at least some of their
rental properties:

Average increase in the PRS:

The English Housing Survey
found average energy costs
for a band G property are
£2,592 a year more than for a
band A or B home. So, having
an energy-efficient home can
be a big selling point when
letting. If bills are bundled
in with the rent, you will see
massive savings long term.

2008
2018

11.6%

32.6%

Lowest bands
At the same time, the
proportion of private rented
homes in the lowest F or G
bands – which can no longer
legally be rented out – has
fallen dramatically:
2008
2018

5%

19%

DOUBLE GLAZING 95.3%
LOFT INSULATION 86.7%
CENTRAL HEATING 83.6%
PIPE LAGGING 52.7%

Energy
Energy use (kWh/m2/year)
is also falling:
2008
2018

285

SMART METERS 41.5%
ADDITIONAL INSULATION* 37.3%

431

SOURCE: ENGLISH HOUSING SURVEY, 2020

34.6%
2008
2018

56%

75.4%

Average increase across
all tenures:

22.8%
2008
2018

A/B £396
C £643
D £921

66.9%
82.2%

E £1,391
F £2,008
G £2,988

*excluding loft and pipes
SOURCE: RLA SURVEY 2019, Q4

Average annual cost
of energy in homes by
energy-efficiency band:

SOURCE: ENGLISH HOUSING SURVEY, 2020
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Profile: Sian Astley, 1

PROFILE

NOT YOUR
USUAL
LANDLORD

Sian Astley had no job, no money and no
home when she started out in the property
industry 25 years ago. Now a successful
landlord, developer, designer and TV
presenter, she shares her story of building
a business up from scratch
WORDS BY SALLY WALMSLEY / PHOTOGRAPHY BY PHIL TRAGEN
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ot your usual landlord’
– so reads Sian Astley’s
website, and it is clear
to see why.
Taking the term
hands-on to a whole new
level, Sian’s ethos as a landlord is creating
beautiful living environments and building
strong relationships with tenants –
something that has been especially important
this year as Covid-19 confined us all to home.
In addition to owning and managing
a portfolio of 17 buy-to-let apartments in
southern Manchester, Sian runs a successful
interior design consultancy, presents
and project manages on property
renovation shows, and hosts renovation
and upcycling workshops.
This is in addition to organising private
dining events and giving virtual ‘how to’
classes on everything from decorating to
gardening and DIY to cookery on her social
media channels.
It is this eye for an opportunity and
tireless work ethic that has seen Sian
transform herself from an unemployed law
graduate into a successful businesswoman.
She says: “When I graduated, the country
was in the middle of a recession and there were
no jobs. As a result of my family circumstances,
I was homeless and claimed housing benefit
to rent a studio flat in Manchester.
“I managed to find a job with an
entrepreneur who ran a damp and timber
firm and I found it absolutely fascinating
watching houses being taken apart and put
back together again.”
This marked the start of a lifelong love
affair with property, and when the business

Sian takes great
pride in creating
attractive interiors
in the properties
she lets

“To me, it wasn’t just about being a landlord,
but being a good landlord. I thought I would be
good at creating nice places for people to live”
folded, Sian and her partner at the time
set up their own.
“We got a grant and a loan from the
Prince’s Trust,” she explains. “Properties
were much more affordable then and that
same month we bought our first home, a flat
with a £1 deposit and a 105% mortgage.”
CATCHING THE PROPERTY BUG
It was after selling the flat and buying
a ‘fixer-upper’ that she really caught the
property bug – and discovered her flair
for interior design. And by the start of the
noughties, Sian was running a business buying
homes to flip and sell on, before buying her
first rental in 2001 in a bid to diversify.

She says: “To me, it wasn’t just about
being a landlord, but being a good landlord.
I thought I would be good at creating nice
places for people to live.”
From that single purchase – a studio flat
– Sian has built up a portfolio of 17 studio
and one-bedroom apartments, in three
adjacent blocks.
“I saw a Victorian block – once a pair of
semi-detached houses – split into 11 units
that was up for sale. I had built up some
capital, around £80,000, to use as a deposit,
so I decided to go for it. I had no money left
for a mass renovation project, so I upgraded
each flat individually as tenants moved
out. When another property next door
Winter 2020 / 23
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Your Home Made Perfect
project, on which Sian
worked closely with Helen,
the homeowner (right)
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became available, I bought
that, too.
“It has always been
important to me to create
something I would be
happy to live in,” she
explains. “I know some people believe
that by keeping things bland you will
create something that appeals to everyone
– but that isn’t my experience.
“Other landlords used to laugh at me for
going the extra mile, but I never have any
voids and have potential tenants clamouring
to rent one of my flats. Personally, I think
tenants are a lot savvier now than they were
15 or 20 years ago. They know where they
want to live and they want Instagrammable

“I really enjoy doing the camera-facing
side of it. When I started out, there was
no YouTube… I had to learn on the job”
interiors – whether that is a property
already decorated with some personality,
or something they can put personality into.
It is a good thing – and has made the rental
market up its game.”
It is also important to Sian – and partner
Martin – that they have a close relationship
with their tenants, sharing a WhatsApp group
and following each other on Instagram. In
fact, social media is one of the few ways Sian
relies on tech when running her business.

RENTING IN LOCKDOWN
Sian and Martin took
a creative approach to
lockdown, knowing that
living in one-bedroom
flats and studios, their
tenants might find
it challenging.
Sian says: “It was
important to us to keep
an eye on everyone’s
wellbeing – physically
and emotionally.
“There is a garden
at the front of the block
where I have planted
tomatoes and herbs,
and many of the tenants
said this was a godsend.

“We wanted to keep
people’s spirits up, so we
set up a WhatsApp group
so we could all stay in
close contact.
“We even had a
cookery competition –
I gave each tenant some
pasta and truffle sauce
and challenged them to
create something and
post a picture of it.
“From knowing
each other in passing,
neighbours are now all
going to the park together.
“We were in a fortunate
position in that all of

our tenants were able
to continue paying rent
during lockdown.
“Around a quarter
were frontline staff, NHS
workers and police, and
the majority of the others
were able to work from
home. A couple did see
their work stop, but paid
their rent from savings.”
With Christmas around
the corner, Covid-19
conditions permitting,
Sian and Martin hope to
build on the community
spirit that was generated
during lockdown.

“I prefer the old-fashioned paper-andpen method and believe in face-to-face
communication rather than relying on
apps,” she says. “I think tech keeps people
at arm’s length, but that isn’t how I run
my business.
“If there is a problem the tenant will call us
and we will go out to fix it right away. I don’t
need a management system. Paperwork I fill
in by sitting down with them.”
One thing Sian does insist on, however,
is a video inventory. She says: “I carry out
video inventories in person with the tenant.
I then create a WhatsApp conversation with
them and share the video to that.
“This way both the tenants and I have a
record of what the property was like when
they moved in, and it can be dated.”
TV STARDOM
Of course, Sian’s role as landlord is just
one of the many strings to her bow.
Her first TV appearance was on hit
Channel 4 show Property Ladder in
2002, which came about after she was
recommended by an estate agent.
“The runners for the show are out there
talking to people in the industry, looking
for developers to take part and my details
were passed on,” she explains. “It all went
from there.”
She went on to present property show
Homesmine for a local TV station
before hosting Channel 5’s Half Built
Winter 2020 / 25

BLACK YELLOW MAGENTA CYAN

91NLRNOV20135.pgs 02.11.2020 15:21

Profile: Sian Astley, 3

PROFILE

VERSION

WHY I JOINED
THE
NLRA
Roberts
believes it’s important
REPRO OP

tosays:
follow“Iyour
dreams,
Sian
joined
the National
despite the
obstacles
Residential
Landlords
Association
[NRLA] back in 2005, at the same
time as I left my managing agent
to go it alone. I have been a
member ever since.
“Buy-to-let wasn’t as big then,
and there were no forums or
blogs you could turn to for advice,
and I needed information about
my legal responsibilities and
some support. The advice line was
a great help and a real safety net;
there was always someone to ring
to check things out.
“Since then, I have
recommended the association
to a number of landlords starting
out in the business.”
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“In terms of advice I would give to someone starting out, it would be to
always view a rental property as though you would live in it yourself”
House – where a building team took on
DIY disasters.
She was one of the building team on BBC 1
show Getting the Builders In – bringing
homeowners’ design dreams to life, and has
most recently taken on her most ambitious
TV project yet – project manager for BBC 2’s
Your Home Made Perfect.
The programme uses virtual reality to
showcase different house designs, with
homeowners selecting their favourite,
and saw Sian spend the 18 months before
lockdown travelling the country to oversee
15 rebuilding projects.
She says the TV work is very different to
her ‘day job’, but she gets a real buzz out of
helping people realise their dream.
“I really enjoy doing the camera-facing
side of it. When I started out, there was
no YouTube or Google – I had to learn
on the job.
“To me, the TV work is all about sharing
knowledge – a lot like the work I do on
Instagram now with my ‘how to’ videos,

inspiring people to have a go and sharing
what I have learned.”
TAKING IT ALL IN HER STRIDE
Sian says that although her story reads like
a rags-to-riches tale, it has involved a lot of
hard work.
“The single biggest challenge I have faced
while running my business has undoubtably
been the property crash.
“It affected us badly and probably cost
us 10 years, when we look at where we
thought we would be now financially –
with mortgages paid off. Despite this,
I still consider myself lucky that I didn’t
lose it all, as some landlords did.
“I was also lucky starting out as I did in the
nineties. The opportunities I had are simply
out of reach for young people these days,
unless they have money behind them
already, due to the price of housing and
changes to lending.
“But in terms of advice I would give to
someone starting out, it would be to always

view a rental property as though you would
live in it yourself – if you create great places,
people want to live there, will stay longer and
will treat the properties better.”
Sian says she will be interested to see what
happens to the private rented sector (PRS) in
the post-Covid-19 world.
“The Government now seems focused on
developing a certain type of PRS – filled with
large corporate investors with no place for
smaller landlords like myself. We are the
lifeblood of the PRS and I think this is a
massive mistake.
“There are already too many expensive
city-centre buy-to-let flats, and it will be
interesting to see what happens as a result of
Covid-19, when people realise they don’t have
to live in a city if they can work from home.
“The lockdown has made a lot of people
think about this. Do they really want to
be looking out into someone else’s flat, or
would they be happier in a cheaper property
outside the city centre with a garden? I think
there are real changes up ahead.”
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Sian and her
partner, Martin
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10 ways to
protect your
portfolio

SUBS
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Here are some tips to help you protect your income and even take
advantage of the opportunities that might arise from the recession
BY GINETTA VEDRICKAS
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TO LET

FOR SALE

SHUTTERSTOCK

1

Think about buying
Could the stamp duty
holiday benefit you?

The stamp duty holiday is a
tempting offer, and picking
up a distressed bargain sounds
appealing. But author and
property investor Samantha
Collett advises against what
she terms ‘short-term thinking’,
since property investment is
a long-term game.
“How long a game is what
an investor should reflect
on from the outset,” says
Samantha. “Anticipated ‘time
in the market’ changes many
things. The tax savings may

28 / Winter 2020
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offer an initial discount,
but properties will always
require maintenance, and new
regulations will emerge, which
demand further spend.”
She advises examining your
own belief in the market, which
she admits that she personally
thinks ‘looks bumpy’, thanks
to continued Government
intervention in the sector.
“Buying property to make
money is not as easy as most
people think. Buying a property
in 2020 while the market is hot
yet uncertain is risky, but at the
same time, could potentially be
the best deal you ever make.”

The capital has
experienced
a drop in rents

3

Broaden
your appeal
Allowing pets or children
might convince tenants to stay

2

Hold on to
your tenants
Offer tenants incentives to
keep renting your property

Keeping an existing tenant with
a good track record is always
the best option, as a void period
could end up being lengthy.
This may be the time to offer
tenants incentives to stay,
such as a guarantee of no rent
rises, or improvements to
the property.
Tenants in public sector roles
are increasingly sought after,
so if you have one, try to keep
them. Prioritise longer lets and
good payers over higher rents.
With longer contracts, consider
adding a clause that allows you
to review rent after 12 months.

4

Many landlords who have
rejected pets or children in
the past are now rethinking
their policy. A child-friendly or
pet-friendly home is an added
incentive for tenants to stay
put and you may even be able
to charge a premium.
But be aware that animals and
children cause added wear and
tear, so installing hard, easy-toclean surfaces is a wise move.

Saying yes
to pets could
mean longer lets

Choose your location wisely
Look at where rental
growth might occur

All purchases need careful
research. Zoopla’s latest survey
reveals ‘a two-speed rental
market emerging’, driven by
divergent trends in tenant
demand and supply between
London and the rest of
the country.

Rents in London have fallen
by three per cent since the start
of the year, with a further drop
of five per cent expected by the
end of 2020.
Annual rental growth for the
UK is up one per cent, although
Zoopla predicts growth will
slow by the year’s end.
The company’s head of
research, Gráinne Gilmore,

believes that future annual
rental growth will be
determined largely by the
economic outlook, especially
the rise in unemployment
and the future path of average
earnings. She says: “As new
rental supply continues to
catch up with demand levels,
we could see further softening
of headline rental growth by

the end of the year, although
there will be some areas
of outperformance.
“Uncertainty continues over
how any further outbreaks
of Covid-19 will impact the
resumption of office life,
student life and tourism, and
this uncertainty will impact
demand in some markets
during the rest of the year.”
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Public sector
workers are
highly soughtafter tenants
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Switch up your portfolio
Think about rural
letting options

SUBS

Only time will tell how the
pandemic has affected the
lettings landscape, but many
agencies are predicting a
surge in renters relocating
to leafier areas with an
exodus from urban centres.
Perhaps landlords with

ART

5

PRODUCTION
CLIENT
SHUTTERSTOCK

city-based portfolios should
buy further out of town?
Based in the Scottish
Borders, property
consultancy Galbraith
says rents are rising, with
12 would-be renters chasing
each property on the market.
Lettings manager Susan
Guthrie finds most rentals
are snapped up within two

weeks and some aren’t even
advertised as demand is so
high. She says: “We have
seen a real boom in lettings
since the market reopened.
“There has been a rethink
for many people from urban
areas to the countryside, to
reap the benefits of having
access to lovely areas for
walking and cycling.”

Don’t panic

Keep positive, as the
rental market is healthy

The latest figures from the
Association of Residential
Lettings Agents (ARLA) suggest
that, for now at least, the rental
market is still in robust health.
The number of new
prospective tenants rose in July,
hitting the highest number on
record, with letting agencies
averaging 97 new tenants,
breaking January 2020’s
record of 88. Numbers of rental
properties available also rose to
a record-breaking 208, beating
2017’s record high of 192.
Phil Keddie, president
of ARLA Propertymark, has
this advice: “We have seen
a record-breaking level of rental
stock, and demand from tenants
continues to grow, providing
a positive outlook for the future
of the private rented sector.
“For the market to fully
recover from the pandemic,
it is vital that landlords have
good communication with
their tenants, and that the latter
continue to keep paying their
rents, especially in light of rule
changes and announcements
impacting notice periods
and additional Government
financial support being offered
to tenants and landlords.”

Countryside locations
are becoming more
popular places to live

7

Consider benefits

GETTING HELP

Letting to claimants
could be beneficial

A blanket ban on renting to
people on housing benefits
has been ruled unlawful.
In any case, it could see
you missing out on a more
reliable income stream
during a downturn.
With unemployment on
the rise, even professionals
are finding themselves forced
to apply for Universal Credit.
Sherrelle Collman, managing
director of Caridon Landlord
Solutions, says: “Since the
outbreak of Covid-19, the
Department for Work and
Pensions has received
millions of new claims. Many
are tenants who have never
previously needed to rely on
the welfare system, but have
since been furloughed, had

The welfare system has seen
a boost in new claims

their hours of work reduced
or even lost their job. This
means landlords who have
no prior experience of the
welfare system may now
have tenants in receipt of
Universal Credit.”
Caridon offers support
to both, helping tenants to
receive the right housing
allowances and landlords
to navigate the system.

A landlord since 1997,
Cyril Jones has tenants
both with jobs and those
on benefits. When the
pandemic hit, he received
multiple requests to reduce
rents and defer payments.
Concerned that his
business would be affected,
he contacted Caridon.
“I have experienced late
payment of rent and
tenants who don’t take
responsibility for resolving
rent issues,” he explains.
“Caridon has helped
me deal with issues
with tenants in receipt
of benefits. It has been
really useful. Get advice
early before the problem
becomes too big, as it can
usually be prevented.”
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Get expert help
Enlist an agent to
get expert advice

SUBS

For landlords who are not
experienced, now might be
the time to hire a good agent.
Vito Fierro, director of
Peterborough-based City &
County, warns: “There are
now more than 170 pieces

of legislation for landlords and
with some, for example, the
Immigration Act, breaking
the rules could see you fined,
banned or even put in prison.”
He sees growing numbers
of ‘novice accidental landlords’
as was seen during the 2008
crash, saying: “Many are
vendors who panicked.”

A surge of new rentals – not
always in the best state – also
means landlords can benefit
from savvy advice on how
to achieve a higher rent.
“In Peterborough, a typical
three-bedroom semi fetches an
average of £795 per month, but
a tenant will pay £850 if it’s in
fantastic condition,” says Vito.

ART

Tenants in
Peterborough
will pay more
for a property
in premium
condition
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Cut costs
with
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Look for platforms that
might save you money

Now is a great time to
streamline your business
with new and innovative
solutions, says Asaf Navot,
founder of renter
management platform
Home Made.
Cutting agency fees by
using an online property
marketing platform such as
OpenRent is an effective way
for landlords to drastically
reduce marketing costs,
Asaf says, but you do
need to be aware of your
compliance obligations.
You can also streamline the
pre-tenancy process with
software such as Goodlord,
which manages credit
and background checks,
generates contracts and
automates the distribution
of compliance documents.

10

Make improvements
Utilise any
void periods

A void period inevitably
means a dent in income, but
a recession is a good time to
do maintenance and upgrades,
because labour rates often fall.
Landlord Fiona Blackwood
has two empty properties, in
Chatham and Bromley, and
is using the time to improve
them. “I made the classic
mistake of not inspecting
every three months, and now
realise there are many things
wrong that need rectifying
before I start marketing again,”
she says.

One of her tenants ignored a
leaking pipe causing damage to
ceilings below. “It will involve a
lot of redecoration,” Fiona says.
“The upside is that I hope to
increase the rent for my next

tenant. They had also allowed
rubbish to pile up in the garden,
but with more tenants now
wanting outdoor space, I’m
giving it a total makeover and
will stress that when I market it.”

There’s no better
time to redecorate
than when your
property is empty
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Mediation brings
together two
opposing sides with
an unbiased third
party present and
can mean avoiding
going down the legal
route, which can
be expensive and
time-consuming
BY ZOE DARE HALL
ILLUSTRATIONS BY
GARY BATES / IKON IMAGES
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t is a frantic – and uncertain
– time for housing solicitor
Manjinder Kaur Atwal, as she
helps a rising tide of landlords
and tenants deal with rent arrears
situations that threaten to leave
either party in mounting debt or
even homeless.
The perfect storm of Covid19-related job losses, the Government’s
extended eviction ban and closed
courts during the pandemic means no
repossession hearings have taken place
for months and there is a huge backlog in
eviction cases. Many of Manjinder’s clients
– on both sides of the tenancy fence – are
struggling to cope.
“One landlord recently lost his job
because of Covid-19, and like most, he’s not
a commercial landlord. He was reliant on
the rental income from his second property
to pay the mortgage on his own home,” says
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The courts receive
up to 10,000 eviction
requests every
month and it will
take months for the
lockdown backlog
to be cleared
Manjinder, housing director at Duncan
Lewis Solicitors. “Then his tenant lost
their job, too,” she adds.
“We tried to repossess on Section 21
grounds, but we couldn’t because of
Covid-19 restrictions. The landlord’s bank
has given him a mortgage holiday, but that
won’t last long, and there’s only so much he
can borrow. He’s struggling to maintain the
property under the new regulations, and
it’s having a major impact on his and his
family’s lives.”
Under the new rules, landlords must
give tenants six months’ notice before
seeking eviction via the courts – with some
exceptions – which means for new cases
the earliest date for repossession is now
31 March 2021.
The legal route is notoriously costly,
time-consuming and stressful. Ordinarily,
the courts receive up to 10,000 eviction
requests every month, the majority of
which are from social landlords, and it will
take months for the lockdown backlog to
be cleared, starting with the most extreme
cases of arrears.
AVOIDING THE COURTS
Instead, she suggested mediation to her
client – a process that brings the two sides
together, in the presence of an impartial
third party, to reach a mutually beneficial
resolution without resorting to court.
“Most of the time when a landlord asks
to repossess the property, there’s hostility
between the two parties – especially if
the eviction notice comes from a solicitor.
I advise clients that mediation is the easier
option than going to court,” says Manjinder.
Both parties must want to take part in
the mediation, though. “Sometimes it’s
in the tenant’s best interest not to give
back possession, as they could be deemed
intentionally homeless by the local housing

NO

authority, unless they have another private
rental to go to,” she comments. They may
also simply not have the money to move.
But where both sides are prepared to
engage in mediation, it opens up solutions
that the legal route can’t. “Negotiations
may involve the landlord proposing they
will give the tenant a new tenancy, but they
will also increase the rent. They may waive
the rent arrears and start a new tenancy.
It’s better than facing huge legal bills,”
she comments.
Mediation is often used to resolve other
types of landlord and tenant grievances –
if the tenant refuses to pay, for example,
because the landlord has failed to repair
the property. But it could prove a useful
avenue for the estimated 600,000 landlords
facing rent arrears, largely as a result
of coronavirus. By June of this year,
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174,000 private tenants
had been threatened with
eviction by their landlord
or letting agent, the housing
charity Shelter reported.
“With tenants losing
their jobs, through no fault
of their own, and falling into
arrears, landlords are unable to pay
their mortgages. We can try to reach an
agreement and get the landlord’s money
back quicker,” says Michael Hill at TDS
Resolution, a mediation scheme launched
in July by The Dispute Service and
endorsed by the National Residential
Landlords Association (NRLA). The
services cost landlords £150, with a
25 per cent discount for NRLA members.
In its first few weeks, TDS Resolution
received around 15 applications a week
from landlords. “You can’t force the
tenant to get involved. They may have lost
their job and are finding it daunting. But
the alternative is worse if they fall even
deeper into arrears and, ultimately, the
landlord may take them to court. It’s timeconsuming for the landlord and horrible
for the tenant,” says Michael.
If the tenant refuses to take part in
mediation, the landlord can ask for a nonresolution certificate, which shows they
tried to resolve the matter by means other
than through the courts. “There’s some
value in that for landlords,” Michael adds.

MIDDLE
GROUND

THE BENEFITS OF A THIRD PARTY
Sean Hooker, head of the Property Redress
Scheme, which launched its tenancy
mediation service for agents, landlords
and tenants in April, agrees that it is in
landlords’ interests to engage with their
tenants and to try to negotiate. Ideally,

“The more that a
landlord can show
they have been
proactive in trying
to reach a solution
to help their tenant,
the better”
they will reach a happy agreement.
Otherwise, landlords who are waiting for
a court date now have to reactivate their
case, “partly to demonstrate that they
have taken the tenant’s circumstances
into consideration due to the impact of
coronavirus,” says Sean. “The more that a
landlord can show they have been proactive
in trying to reach a solution to help their
tenant, the better.”
Instead of eviction as its primary aim,
mediation places greater emphasis on
keeping tenants in their property. Sean
adds: “The idea is to reach settlements,
rental plans and mediated solutions. If
you have built up a good relationship

CASE STUDY: HOW MEDIATION CAN BENEFIT BOTH PARTIES
Mediation can be used in all
sorts of disputes. Michael
Hill recounts an instance
of successful mediation
through TDS Resolution’s
sister company,
Tenancy Deposit
Scheme, in which
the landlord
submitted a claim

for cleaning, redecoration and
two days’ rent as the tenant
had remained in the property
due to “a slight delay with
moving out”, says Michael.
“The landlord’s
evidence was poor,
and the tenancy
was for around five
years, so the decor

would likely be reaching
the end of its useful lifespan
anyway,” he says. Rather
than go to adjudication, the
landlord agreed to withdraw
the redecoration claim,
which suitably appeased
the tenant, who agreed to
pay the two days’ rent and
half the cleaning fee.

“It shows how the two sides
sometimes need a third party
to intervene and help them
to reach a resolution, saving
time and money for both of
them,” says Michael. “We have
always known the skill set is
there for mediation – and the
rent arrears situation seemed
a good fit.”
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and trust with your tenant, this route is
very likely to be more productive than
relying on a court to get round to hearing
your case.”
Landlords pay £100 to apply to The
Property Redress Scheme mediation, and
then a further £100–£300, depending on
what kind of agreement is reached with the
tenant. According to Sean, in 55 per cent
of the organisation’s cases where they have
been able to contact the tenants, more
than half have achieved a settlement.
AN AMICABLE SOLUTION
The beauty of mediation, says Keith
Pearlman, a property litigation expert
and partner at law firm DMH Stallard,
is that “anything is up for grabs in an
‘I’ll let you do this if you let me do that’
way. Mediation takes you outside the
strict confines of the lease and it can
save you two years of costly litigation,
as you can circumvent the cost and
hassle of a court process.”

“Mediation takes
you outside the
strict confines
of the lease and
it can save you
two years of
costly litigation”

In some cases, it’s the obvious solution
– if not always the one taken, says Keith.
He cites a recent case where the owners
in a prime London house divided into
three flats – all directors of the building’s
management company – fell out over one
owner’s plans to extend her property.
“They racked up £45,000 in legal costs
between them – and had it gone to court,
they would have paid £75,000 each. In
the end, they reached a compromise in
which the woman extended and paid
compensation costs to the other lessees.
But mediation would have been the best
way to resolve this kind of breakdown in
relationship,” says Keith.
He questions the effectiveness of
mediation in rent arrears disputes,
however. “Either the tenant will pay or
not. I doubt that mediation will solve that
process – unless the relationship between
tenant and landlord is so broken that it
needs a third party to intervene.”
That, of course, may be the case – and
one that’s likely to proliferate as, under
current rules, most possession cases will
not be heard for several months, “and
then many more months until an eviction
is practical,” says Sean. “They may be
looking at being owed a year’s rent by
the end of it.” With the landlord-tenant
relationship in tatters, “through no fault
of either party,” Sean adds, “the solution is
proper, neutral mediation by a third party.
This is by far the most successful way of
resolving matters, leading to a robust and
lasting agreement.”

HOW THE MEDIATION
PROCESS WORKS
The TDS Resolution scheme is
based on four simple steps:
REFERRAL FORM
A landlord completes the
referral form. The tenant is
contacted free of charge to see
if they want to try mediation. If they
choose not to, the case is closed,
but you can get a certificate for
£20 plus VAT to demonstrate that
the tenant has not engaged.

1

APPOINTMENT BOOKED
If both sides want to
participate, an appointment
is made to suit both parties,
and at this stage you pay for the
service, £150 plus VAT (25 per cent
discount for NRLA members).

2

MEETING HELD
In the 60-minute meeting, the
mediator seeks to negotiate
a mutually acceptable rent
repayment plan to avoid the need
to proceed with the court hearing.
If the tenant only wants to speak
with the mediator, then a follow-up
conversation can take place with
the landlord after they have spoken
to the tenant.

3

SETTLEMENT AGREEMENT
The mediator drafts a
settlement agreement setting
out what has been agreed.
If agreement can’t be reached,
you get a report you can take to
court to show your attempts to
resolve the matter.

4
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The Government’s Planning for the Future proposals mean
big changes for landlords interested in development
BY ALEXANDER GARRETT / ILLUSTRATION BY SEAN RODWELL
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Buildings such as
shops and office
blocks that have been
left abandoned and
rundown can create
opportunities for
small developers
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t has been billed by Government
as a “once in a generation” reform
and seen by some as nothing short
of a revolution. Either way, the
White Paper Planning for the
Future promises to take centre
stage in the biggest shake-up of
the planning system in England
for decades – one that will have
n
umerous consequences and opportunities
numerous
for landlords and small developers in the
years to come.
The underlying objective of all the
Government’s planning reforms is to boost
the number of homes being built each year
in England to at least 300,000 Ð
– in 2019 the
ﬁgure
figure was 241,000, already a 30-year high.
The way it proposes to do that is to create
a “simpler, faster and more predictable

system”, in the words of housing minister
Robert Jenrick, and one that “streamlines
process, cuts red tape and harnesses
technology to deliver homes faster”.
Reforms already introduced over the
past two years have focused on simplifying
change of use – for example, from shops and
offices to residential – and on extending the
scope of permitted development rights.
These were just a precursor to 2020’s main
event, a package of measures that promises
to turn a system that depends on the
discretion and preferences of planning
committees into one that is largely rulesbased; and to overrule the powers of local
planning authorities to decide how many
new homes they will build by establishing
quotas at national level and requiring
authorities to plan accordingly.

AFTER
Transformed into new
residential homes,
these once-neglected
buildings show how
change of use can
help to boost new
housing numbers
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Planning for the Future introduces
a number of headline proposals:
●● Creation of planning zones. In future,
Local Plans will have to allocate all land
into one of three zones: Growth areas
“suitable for substantial development, and
where outline approval for development
would be automatically secured for forms
and types of development specified in
the Plan”; local authorities must also
designate smaller areas for self-build;
Renewal areas deemed suitable for some
development, such as gentle densification;
and Protected areas where development
will be restricted.
●● Compulsory Local Plans. There will be a
binding timetable for authorities to create
a comprehensive local development plan,
says the Government, with sanctions if
they don’t produce the document on time.
Plans should be concise and rules-based,
not general policies for development –
so it will be a lot clearer what you can do.
●● Housing quotas. A “new nationally
determined, binding housing
requirement” is proposed, focusing on
less affordable areas, to stop the supply
of land being a constraint. The algorithm
developed to calculate the allocations has
already run into trouble, because of where
the highest targets have been set. London
boroughs have been slated to provide
93,000 new homes each year; outside
London, the biggest numbers are in the
South’s suburbs and shires, while cities
in the North and the Midlands have some
of the biggest falls from previous targets.
●● Abolition of Section 106. These
agreements, negotiated on a piecemeal
basis between developers and
planning authorities, and used to fund
infrastructure and affordable housing,
would be abolished and replaced with
a new Infrastructure Levy.
The White Paper includes much more: an
entire section on the importance of design;
lots on community consultation; and a plan
for digital technology to make the planning
process more accessible to the public and
smaller builders and developers. But the
central effect is to dilute the influence of

Building upwards
no longer
requires planning
permission in
some instances

LOOKING UP

Planning permission is no longer
always needed to build upwards
Recent reforms mean you can now
extend upwards by a maximum of two
storeys without planning permission
on dwelling houses outside protected
areas built between 1 July 1948 and
27 October 2018, and on commercial
or mixed-use buildings built between
1 July 1948 and 5 March 2018. Apex
Airspace, a developer specialising in
this new approach, has completed a
number of small schemes in London
and the South East.
The company’s approach minimises
disruption to other residents by
manufacturing apartments off-site
and delivering them by crane; existing
utilities are used. But the model only
works in locations such as London
where land costs are so high, and
there can be significant costs to
provide added structural strength.
Any landlord wanting to build
upwards would need to check first
of all that the foundations are strong
enough to support extra storeys.

planning authorities. Perhaps not
surprisingly, builders are generally in favour,
professional bodies somewhat less so.
Mary-Anne Bowring, chief executive of
property consultancy The Ringley Group,
believes moving to a zone- and rules-based
system is a positive move. “Most other
countries’ systems operate some form of
zoning,” she says. “If you go to Australia, for
example, the zone tells you how many layers
or storeys you can have, and all you have to
do is concentrate on making it look pretty.
It means developers can establish what
they should pay for a site much quicker
and know what the outcome will be.”
And Paul Walton, managing director of
planning and development practice PWA
Planning, adds: “It’s trying to add a degree
of certainty and to speed up a system that
is often blocked by politics.”
Zoning will also benefit landlords who
want to convert and develop existing
properties, says Richard Rowntree,
managing director, mortgages, at buy-tolet lender Paragon. “Anything that gives
landlords certainty will be welcomed,”
says Richard. “One of the things that
frustrates a landlord is lots of fees and
time spent investigating something
that gets a ‘slow no’.”

“One of the things that frustrates a landlord is lots of fees and
time spent investigating something that gets a ‘slow no’”
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For landlords interested in development,
significant changes were already under
way in advance of the White Paper. In
August, permitted development rights were
extended to allow different categories of
building to be extended upwards by up to
two storeys without planning permission
(see box on page 45). A second extension
of permitted development means that
empty office buildings can now be
demolished and rebuilt as residential
buildings, up to two storeys higher,
also without planning permission. The
restrictions include that the building has
no more than a 1,000 sq m footprint, is no
more than 18m high, must have been built
before 31 December 1989, and must have
been empty for at least six months.
Chris Norris, the National Residential
Landlords Association’s policy and
campaigns director, believes that the
new right to demolish and rebuild
vacant office buildings is significant.
The newly
introduced
“This will allow the demolition
planning Use
of poorly performing and not
Class E means
energy-efficient stock to make
establishments
way for newer, better-designed
on the grounds that proper
can be changed
accommodation,” he says.
consultations were not held.
without seeking
Permitted development does not
Assuming this is overcome,
planning consent
bypass planning altogether. Paul
landlords will find the ability
explains: “There is a prior notification
to change the use of buildings around town
process whereby you have to tell the
centres and high streets one of the key
planning authority what you are going to do
opportunities to come out of these reforms.
and they can ask for additional information.
The high street was already feeling the
We do a lot of work obtaining lawful
impact of online shopping and other
development certificates, which is a
pressures before Covid-19 came along,
document from the planning authority to
says Richard. “The secondary areas were
verify that you can do it.” The process is
becoming tattier, there were more voids,
much faster than full planning permission.
and where opportunity could come is with
“You are typically looking at 21 to 28 days
the type of property with commercial on
for them to respond, which is lot quicker
the ground floor and a number of flats
than a planning application that can be
above. Landlords might look at this
months and months,” he adds.
seriously now, instead of thinking will
Taking small-scale development
I get permission for change of use?”
rights a stage further, on 1 September the
This type of redevelopment might
Government wiped out all the different
become even more pressing in the wake
planning Use Classes for shops, restaurants,
of Covid-19, says Mary-Ann, especially
offices, medical centres and leisure centres
if many workers do not go back to five
in one fell swoop, and replaced them with
days a week in offices.
just one, Use Class E. This means that
any one of these types of establishment
Landlords will have to
can now be changed to any other without
try harder – and be more
planning consent being required.
Campaign group Rights: Community:
innovative in converting
Action has issued a legal challenge to this
and other permitted development reforms
and developing

PUTTING PLANS INTO ACTION
But that will make it all the more important
for planning authorities to come up with a
coherent plan that takes design into account.
“What would be great would be if each local
authority drew up a master plan for how
retail premises could become residential
nicely rather than the higgledy-piggledy mess
you see when you drive from Tottenham
to Walthamstow, for example,” Mary-Ann
explains. “Every other shop has been
converted in a completely different way.”
She also believes that, alongside zoning
and adopting a clear Local Plan, the
Government reforms take away much of the
bureaucracy and excessive box ticking that
characterise the system today. “They need to
make it simpler for smaller, less experienced
developers,” says Mary-Ann. “Most schemes
need an architect, a planning consultant
plus a communications consultant just for
a scheme of 10 flats, and that’s nonsense.”
With it getting harder to make money
from regular lettings properties, landlords
will have to try harder – and be more
innovative in converting and developing.
Reforming the planning system could help
to make that easier – and to deliver the many
extra homes that the private rented sector
will need to provide in the years to come.
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It’s fair to say most of us will be glad to see the end of 2020. However, as the Covid-19 pandemic
progresses, the new year, for many, represents a new start and the hope of better things in 2021

t is difficult to make
predictions at any
time – in the midst of
a global pandemic, it’s
almost impossible.
The Covid-19 crisis has put
back many of the legislative
changes we were expecting to
see progressing in 2020 – and
the knock-on effect could see
them delayed even further.
Now, with the new year just
weeks away, we have asked
industry experts what they
expect to see in 2021.

CHRIS NORRIS
Director of policy and
campaigns at the
National Residential
Landlords Association
“We expect
movement on the
Renters’ Reform
Bill, although
I don’t expect
we will actually
see Section 21 go in 2021.
“We also expect to see some
changes regarding deposits. The
concept of a ‘lifetime deposit’

policy has been mooted, but for
it to become workable, the plans
need fleshing out.
“There will be an election
in Wales, so we can expect talk
about Rent Smart Wales and the
Renting Homes (Wales) Act.
“We expect people will try to
force through deals before the
end of the stamp duty holiday
in March with a lull after that.
“Looking at the past 30 years
of the private rented sector, the
trend seems to be: the worse
things are for the economy, the

better they are for the sector.
I would expect to see steady
growth next year as people take
advantage of what, by then, will
likely be a more subdued market.
“The size of the sector could
jump by a per cent or two, but
I can see the bottom falling out
of the market for high-density
houses in city centres. Unless
there is a massive push to get
people back into the office,
why would people pay £1,500
a month for a room in
central London?”
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VANESSA WARWICK
Landlord and co-founder
of Property Tribes
“I suspect the
property market
will fall off a cliff
from April 2021,
once the stamp
duty holiday
ends, and it’s likely to be a very
tough year for landlords.
“Many will experience
rental arrears and find they
have tenants in receipt of
Universal Credit/Local Housing
Allowance – a whole other
world for those who have never
had to engage with the benefits
system before.
“I believe that ‘quality’ is the
best option in 2021 – quality
properties, in quality locations,
with professional tenants.
“Key data performance
insights should be something
that all landlords are
monitoring, and it is worth
considering selling off any
poorly performing properties
now, to take advantage of
bargains that will likely start to
appear, following the withdrawal
of the stamp duty holiday.
“Cash buffers, higher net
cash-flow margins and lower
loan-to-values are the safe
parameters in which to operate,
in such uncertain times.
“The pendulum has greatly
swung against landlords
in 2020. At some point,
it will start to swing back
in our favour.
“Keep the faith
with property – the
fundamentals have not
changed – but the game
has. Just be sure that you
know the new rules of the
new economy.”
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STEVE HARRIOTT
Chief executive of Tenancy
Deposit Scheme
“At Tenancy
Deposit Scheme
(TDS), we saw
a quick recovery
from the
downturn in
business when the lockdown
started to ease.
“Assuming there is no
further national lockdown,
I would expect that trend to
continue. We have seen a
gradual increase in the number
of disputes and, by winter,
these are expected to return
to pre-lockdown levels.
“I think it’s inevitable that
as the Covid-19 crisis continues
and the recession bites, we are
going to see tenants and
landlords disputing more.
“The six-month notice period
places additional pressures
on landlords whose tenants
are in serious arrears.
This is why we launched
TDS Resolution
[tdsresolution.com] with
the support of the NRLA
to try to broker acceptable
rent arrears repayment
plans between landlords
and tenants.”

“I think it’s inevitable that as the
Covid-19 crisis continues and the
recession bites, we are going to see
tenants and landlords disputing more”

KATE FAULKNER
Property market analyst
and commentator
“I expect rents
will probably
hold next year,
if not fall slightly,
as people are
unlikely to see
wages rise in the next 12 months,
and this tends to dictate rents.
“Although we know we are
heading into a recession, we have
never seen one like this before.
“For the first time, the
percentage of people with
a mortgage will not be too
different to that of those
renting. With that in mind,
the Government has to bring
forward a tenant loan scheme.
“Normally in a recession we
see falls of 20 per cent in the
first couple of years. However,
I expect the impact on prices
will vary, depending on the
economic circumstances of
an area and those living there.
“For example, if there’s a
popular street and it’s an area
of Covid-19-secure employment,
prices may not be affected.
“In other areas, where the
economy is driven by catering
or hospitality, for example, some
prices could end up falling by
20 per cent.
“My advice would be, whether
looking at figures on rent or
prices, do not look at averages.
Instead, focus on data for
specific roads, as well as local
supply and demand.”

PAUL SHAMPLINA
Founder of evictions and
repossessions specialist
firm Landlord Action
“There will
be a dramatic
increase in
unemployment.
Commercial
property will
probably be hit hardest, and
I can see some being switched
to residential use.
“I can also see some landlords
looking to get back into the social
sector, where they can set up
longer-term lease arrangements
with councils, whereby the local
authority is the ‘tenant’.
“Court proceedings will see
severe delays. I expect it could
take at least 12 months to get
possession, and the court system
is going to need to encourage
landlords to do deals with their
tenants and bring in mediation
providers to settle disputes out
of court.
“I also believe we will see a lot
of landlords selling up because
of fears over the repossession
process and tenants losing
their jobs. I think the ban on
Section 21 evictions will be in
place by the end of 2021, and
there needs to be major
investment into the court
system to make sure landlords
can get properties back.
“We could also see landlord
redress brought in and
mandatory landlord licensing
across the board.”
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An update on electrical safety

REPRO OP

Mandatory five-year safety checks were brought in for all new PRS tenancies from 1 June this year.
But with confusion over start dates and the impact of the Covid-19 lockdown, how is the industry coping?

L

SUBS

andlords must bring
in experts to carry
out checks for new
tenancies and
conduct regular
fixed appliance and wiring
inspections, following the
introduction of new rules
this summer.
The changes, which will be
rolled out to all tenancies in
April next year, were confusing
from the start – with guidance
initially suggesting only
tenancies starting after 1 July
would be affected, which then
changed to 1 June.
Plus the Covid-19 pandemic
meant it was difficult for
landlords to get checks done in
the months ahead of the deadline
due to lockdown restrictions.
So, are landlords now able
to get checks done? And how
has the industry coped?

ART
PRODUCTION
CLIENT

SAFETY AND SECURITY
The UK’s leading certification
body for the building services
sector, the National Inspection
Council for Electrical
Installation Contracting
(NICEIC), certifies more than
36,000 contractors annually.

“From the
feedback we
are getting,
contractors
are busy, but
no one is
saying they
can’t cope
with the
demand”
It created a Governmentapproved Registered
Competent Person Electrical
private rented sector (PRS)
register, allowing landlords to
choose from 5,347 contractors
qualified to carry out electrical
inspectors in PRS homes.
Paul Collins, NICEIC
technical services manager,
said that while Covid-19 made

carrying out inspections more
challenging, contractors are
keeping up with demand.
He said: “When the new
rules were announced, we
introduced a registration
scheme for electrical
inspectors, which contractors
could opt into.
“Very little work was going
on from March to May, due to

lockdown, but things have
improved. From the feedback
we are getting, contractors are
busy, but no one is saying they
can’t cope with the demand.
“However, we would
encourage landlords that will
need to get checks carried out
to comply with the April 2021
deadline to have them done
sooner rather than later to
ensure they have plenty of time
to get any issues dealt with.”

regulations, which could have
meant major works would be
needed in many PRS homes.
However, after being
contacted by the National
Residential Landlords
Association, the Government
subsequently issued
guidance stating installations
do not need to meet the
standard, provided inspectors
can confirm they are safe.

●● In addition to the new safety

SHUTTERSTOCK

ELECTRICAL CHECKS: THE ISSUES
There was some confusion
over the new electrical safety
checks. The guidance
originally said that only
tenancies that began on or
after 1 July would be affected.
However, as the regulations
themselves came into place on
1 June, legally, any tenancies
started from that date
had to be included – so
landlords who started

tenancies in June had to carry
checks out retrospectively.
There was also the issue
of the standards that needed
to be met. The new rules
appeared to require all
electrical installations needed
to comply with the 18th
edition of the Institution
of Engineering and
Technology’s
wiring

checks, the Government has
launched a consultation into
plans to increase the minimum
EPC rating of PRS homes from
an E to a C within the next five
to eight years.
MORE INFORMATION
To access the NICEIC list of
registered contractors, visit
electricalcompetentperson.
co.uk
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Quickfire questions

REPRO OP

The NRLA advice team has been busy taking your calls. Here are some of the questions you have asked us…

Q

SUBS

My tenants have been
renting with me on the
same assured shorthold
tenancy (AST) since 2012.
I have been giving them
a new How to Rent guide
each year – do I need to?
No. You have to serve
a How to Rent booklet
ahead of any new tenancy that
started after October 2015.
Were you to renew the tenancy,
you would need to serve the
most up-to-date version of the
guide to your tenant(s) ahead
of the renewal date.

A
ART

Q

PRODUCTION

My tenant left my
property with a month’s
worth of rent arrears. Can
I take that cash from their
deposit to cover this?
The deposit is there to
cover you for financial
loss at the end of the tenancy,
so you should put in a claim
with the dispute service if
they left the property owing
money and won’t agree to
your proposed deductions.

CLIENT

A

Q

I have a tenant who
wants to rent a room on
a three-month tenancy rather
than six months. Can I do this
with an AST?
An AST could be assured
for just a day if you so
wished, however, it is likely
there will be a clause in your
mortgage that says an AST
needs to be six to 12 months.
We wouldn’t advise anything
less than six months.

SHUTTERSTOCK

A

Q

I have a flat that is let
on an AST. It is a rolling
tenancy now, let to a father
and son. The son has moved
out, but his father wants to
stay. I am happy for him to

A

You do not have to give notice to
access any communal areas of
a property to carry out viewings
do this, but what paperwork
do I need to complete?
We would recommend
that you set up a new
tenancy in the father’s name
and ask both parties to fill out
a deed of surrender. The NRLA
has a template for this, which
you can access at nrla.org.uk/
deed-of-surrender

A

Q

I let a house in multiple
occupation on a ‘per
room’ basis and one of my
tenants is trying to stop us
going into the common parts
of the house to carry out our
compulsory management
duties, saying they want us
to give 24 hours’ notice.
What is our legal position?

You would need to give
notice to access a tenant’s
room, as that is what they
have exclusive possession
of. However, you do not have
to give notice to access any
communal areas of a property
to carry out viewings or
property management work.
You could perhaps drop the
tenant an email before you
go to the property to let them
know you will be there as a
matter of courtesy, but it is
not a legal requirement.
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Time to…
Get ready for
Christmas

It could be worth
checking that lights and
other decorations aren’t
damaging the property

SUBS

Christmas is almost upon us, and while festivities
this year will be very different, landlords must
be prepared for the holiday season

W

ART

ith guidance and
restrictions
ever-changing,
it is almost
impossible to predict exactly
what this Christmas will look
like – other than to say the
usual rounds of parties and
social gatherings are likely
to be off the cards.
With the economy struggling
and predicted post-furlough job
losses, these are uncertain times
for landlords and tenants alike.
Despite this, for many,
Christmas 2020 will still be
a welcome opportunity to take
a step back from the chaos of
the past 10 months, get the

PRODUCTION
CLIENT
SHUTTERSTOCK

EMPTY
HOMES
If your tenants
are going away
over Christmas,
encourage them
to let you know,
and to secure the
house properly.
If you have a
good relationship
with neighbours,
ask if they could
take the bins out,
or leave a car on
the drive to make
it look like there
is someone in.
You can also

decorations down from the
attic and spend time – where
possible – with loved ones.
SAFETY AND SECURITY
While life right now feels very
different, on a practical level,
landlords should approach this
Christmas as they would any
other. Temperatures are likely
to fall, so check over your
property – keeping in line with
Government guidance on social
distancing – and make any
necessary repairs, as it might
be difficult to get hold of
tradesmen over Christmas.
National Residential
Landlords Association

Timers for lights
provide some security
for empty homes

suggest tenants
set timers for
lights and radios.
All tenants
going away for a
prolonged period
should be advised
to arrange for
the heating
to come on to
prevent pipes

from freezing
and bursting.
They should
also be warned
to be careful
when posting on
social media. No
one wants to be
burgled as a result
of an ill-conceived
Facebook post.

Tenants are not required to ask for
permission to put Christmas lights up
members can download a
template ‘winter weather
letter’ from our website, which
outline these, and can be sent
to tenants when the mercury
starts to fall, reminding them
of their responsibilities over
the winter months.
DECORATIONS
This year – with restrictions on
so many other aspects of life –
many people will be looking to
bring a bit of Christmas cheer
through their decorations and
light displays.
But what are your
responsibilities as a landlord?
Tenants are not required
to ask for permission to put
Christmas lights up, unless
there is something specific
included in the lease about
it, but it is worth checking they
– or any other decorations –
are not causing any damage
to the property.
Christmas trees, lights and
candles all present an increased
fire risk, so it is worth making
sure tenants know the risks
and are encouraged to test
their smoke alarm.

VULNERABLE TENANTS
Elderly or vulnerable tenants
may be facing this festive
season alone. They may also
have trouble accessing shops
for supplies. If you can support
them, let them know. If you
aren’t in a position to help
personally, there are charities
you can signpost them to.
The Age UK website has
advice and information for
elderly people affected, both
by Covid-19 and isolation
more generally, and the NHS
Volunteer Scheme can also offer
support to eligible individuals
who have to self-isolate. Keep
an eye out online for more
specialist support for the
Christmas period.
It has been a tough year for
everyone. We know from our
surveys that those of you who
can have gone above and beyond
the call of duty to support your
tenants – and we are confident
you will continue to do your best
for them this festive season.
This year may be a very different
Christmas to those we are used
to – but it is one that we can get
through together.
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New NRLA toolkits for landlords

REPRO OP

Dedicated web pages
will allow landlords to
challenge licensing plans
and Article 4 directions

A

SUBS

new licensing
toolkit to
help landlords
understand and
challenge local
licensing proposals has been
launched exclusively for
National Residential Landlords
Association (NRLA) members.
The online pack, which
includes template letters and
step-by-step guides, has been
developed alongside a similar
resource regarding Article 4.
The package not only
supports landlords through
the – sometimes confusing –
licensing process, but lays out
helpful guidance as to how they
can respond to consultations
and the legal requirements
councils themselves must meet.
According to NRLA research,
there are currently 46 active
selective licensing schemes
and 29 additional licensing
schemes operating in
England, with many more
under consultation.
The toolkit outlines the
different types of landlord

ART
PRODUCTION

CHECKLIST

CLIENT

licensing, fee structures and
cases in which individual
landlords have taken on local
authorities over licensing
conditions and won.
And there is also an editable
letter template, which can
be used by landlords to
respond to consultations;
a step-by-step guide to
applying for a licence; and
details on what to do if your
application is refused.

SHUTTERSTOCK

COUNCIL FUNDS NRLA MEMBERSHIP
While the NRLA has concerns
over licensing, if councils do
opt to introduce schemes,
the association is willing
to work with them to help
landlords comply.
Rotherham Council offers
landlords in its selective
licensing areas a 12-month
membership of the NRLA in
a bid to improve standards

as part of a new partnership
with the association. These
landlords will also be able
to take the NRLA’s Landlords
Fundamentals course free
of charge as part of the deal.
The NRLA has partnered
with other councils to deliver
in-house landlord training.
Find out more at nrla.org.uk/
in-house-training

The toolkit
outlines the
different types of
landlord licensing
ARTICLE 4
Article 4 directions allow
local authorities to restrict
permitted developments in
a designated area.
They are often used by
councils to control the number
of homes being converted in
houses in multiple occupation
in places where there is already
a high concentration of that
type of accommodation.
Landlords would need to
apply for planning permission
in areas where an Article 4
direction was in place – which
may not be granted.
With more and more local
authorities introducing Article 4
directions – around 80 at the
last count – it is something
landlords need to take into

more consideration when
looking to invest in an area.
The new toolkit will help
landlords understand the law
around Article 4 and offers
practical advice on responding
to a consultation.
John Stewart, deputy director
for policy and research at
the NRLA, said: “The new
toolkits are all about
empowering landlords.
“We get a lot of calls about
local licensing and Article 4,
and it became clear there was
a need for permanent resources
to be developed for landlords
of all levels of experience to
access in the members’ area
of the NRLA website. These
include resources supporting
landlords who wish to challenge
schemes or conditions they
consider unfair.”
GET ACCESS
To access the new toolkits,
visit the NRLA website at
nrla.org.uk
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How will you
navigate the
perfect storm?
Doug Hall, director of mortgage broker 3mc, discusses changes
to the mortgage market in the Covid-19 era

ART

T
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here’s a perfect
storm in the
mortgage market.
The limited period
stamp duty reduction announced
by the Government in July,
while welcome, has created
a rush in demand from buyers
at a time when lenders were
already taking longer to review
and process each application.
As a result of Covid-19, lenders
are gathering more data as part
of their application process
and requesting additional
information to help them better
understand how landlords have
navigated this period.
Lenders will want to
understand if and how you
have used the payment-deferral
scheme, whether or not you have
been on furlough, along with
details of any of the Governmentbacked loan schemes you
may have utilised. This
adds another element
to underwriting,
which means that
each case is now
taking longer
to review.
And this is
happening at the
same time lenders
are having to work
at reduced capacity
to facilitate social
distance measures
and home working.
60 / Winter 2020
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What’s more, a number of
lenders are still having to take
people from their new business
teams to work with existing
customers who have taken
payment deferrals and
may require specialised
forbearance options.
The combined impact of every
case taking longer to process,
reduced capacity and a spike
in demand is that many lenders
are experiencing significant
delays when it comes to their
service levels.
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN
FOR YOU?
The good news is buy-to-let
(BTL) product choice continues
to increase from the lows seen
during the start of the pandemic
earlier in the year.
Data from Moneyfacts shows
there were 1,863 BTL deals
available to landlords at the start
of September, which is 143 more
products than the number
available at the beginning of
August. The total number of
options is still well down on

Many lenders
are experiencing
significant delays
when it comes to
their service levels

the beginning of March, when
it was 2,897, but it is heading
in the right direction.
While lenders adopted
a cautious approach to
underwriting at the beginning
of the pandemic, we are now
starting to see some elements
of improving criteria.
Where some BTL lenders
had restricted maximum loan
to values (LTVs), for example,
we are now starting to see
higher LTV availability across
the majority of lenders.
But rates are starting to creep
up. According to Moneyfacts,
the average two-year fixed
rate for all LTV brackets is now
higher than at the start of the
pandemic, up by 0.09 per cent
to 2.86 per cent compared
to 1 March.
The equivalent average
five-year fixed rate remains the
same as it did at the beginning
of March, at 3.24 per cent.
It is the time lenders are
taking to process an application,
however, that remains the
biggest shift since March.
Delays vary between lenders
and they can be significant,
with some reports that it is
taking six weeks for customers
who want to talk directly
to one of a lender’s own
mortgage consultants.
On top of these delays,
the research process is also

MORTGAGES

taking longer, as lenders are
making frequent changes to
rate and criteria to adapt to
the changing market.
HOW TO GET THE MOST
OUT OF YOUR MORTGAGE
The upshot is that it has
never been more important
to plan early, whether you are
refinancing or buying a new
property, and there has never
been a better time to speak
to a mortgage adviser.
Even if you have always
arranged your BTL finance
directly with the lender, you
could now find there are
significant delays just to have
an initial conversation, and
your regular lenders may not

Toolbox: Mortgages, 1
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have the criteria that fit your
current circumstances.
Currently, a lender’s service
levels play as important a role
in the advice process as the total
amount to pay.
Choose the wrong lender, get
stuck in delays and you could
miss out on buying a property
in a competitive purchase
market, or you may be left out
of pocket on a remortgage if it
doesn’t complete before the
end of your current deal.
As part of the advice process,
you should expect your

mortgage adviser to provide
you with an understanding of
any additional underwriting
requirements that a particular
lender may require, along with
a time expected to process
your application.
If the speed of process is
going to be important to your
mortgage transaction, or
your circumstances have
changed as a result of the
pandemic, you might find that
your adviser suggests a lender
that you may not have
considered previously.

A mortgage adviser will have
an understanding of the market
based on the latest available
information and will be able to
help you to navigate through this
transition period to what will
become the new normal market.
In the current environment,
there is a lot of change
happening quickly, and a lot
of applications that are
progressing slowly.
Planning early, speaking
to a mortgage adviser and
communicating openly and
upfront about your

circumstances and objectives
will put you in the best position.
That way, you can be confident
you have the most appropriate
finance in place to help your BTL
investment weather the current
storm and prosper in the future.

MORE INFORMATION
If you would like to
discuss your mortgage
requirements, please give
NRLA Mortgages a call on
0161 341 0581.

This is an advertisement only and in no way should be viewed as a personal recommendation or advice. Before a recommendation of the suitability of the product can be given, we will direct you to 3mc (UK)
Limited who can provide independent mortgage advice. As part of this, they will ask questions so that they can fully understand your circumstances before giving advice. NRLA Mortgages is a trading name of
LPTE Limited, which is an Introducer Appointed Representative of 3mc (UK) Limited who is Authorised and Regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority and is entered on the FS Register under reference 302992.
Please note: 3mc can advise/arrange Business Buy to Lets (BBTL) and Consumer Buy to Lets (CBTL). Of the two, only Consumer Buy to Lets are regulated by the FCA. THINK CAREFULLY BEFORE SECURING OTHER
DEBTS AGAINST YOUR HOME. YOUR HOME MAY BE REPOSSESSED IF YOU DO NOT KEEP UP REPAYMENTS ON YOUR MORTGAGE. ANY PROPERTY USED AS SECURITY MAY BE REPOSSESSED IF YOU DO NOT KEEP
UP REPAYMENTS ON YOUR MORTGAGE. All calls are recorded for training and monitoring purposes.
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Cultivating for the community

REPRO OP

Landlord and handyman Steven Fletcher has put his passion for gardening to good use,
tackling loneliness in his local area by developing a community allotment

SUBS
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teven Fletcher is
Landlord and community
a man on a mission.
plot volunteer Steven
Inspired to tackle
Fletcher is helping local
the issue of social
people battle loneliness
isolation in his town
of Eastbourne head on, he has
transformed an area of land
as a community allotment,
encouraging locals to get into
gardening to improve their
mental health.
Last year, Steven and other
volunteers helped transform
a disused patch of land at
the local allotments into
an increasingly popular
‘community plot’. He now
works closely with doctors’
surgeries and other voluntary
groups to encourage people
to come to the plot.
“The community plot
IN THE
we’ve created is run
COMMUNITY
entirely by volunteers,
and the money for the
seeds and the tools we use
there comes from donations
and fundraisers,” he says.
“Unlike renting your own
allotment space, the community
plot is free to use, and it’s a
“There’s a sense of achievement
great chance to work with other
in growing your own produce”
people to create a shared goal
of growing something. As a
volunteer, I’m there to give
people pointers and provide
some companionship. It’s a
chance for people to get out of
the house, connect with other
people and learn new skills
along the way.”
TRANSFORMATION
In February 2019, the plot was
just a sparse grassy strip next
to the main entrance of the
allotment site. Now, it is an
inviting place where people can
make new friends and learn how
to grow their own veg. There is

even a cosy wooden cabin with
cheerful bunting around the
outside, and comfortable chairs
to relax and socialise in.
Steven has been a landlord
for 10 years. He has two rental
properties in Bexhill and a flat
he rents out. Despite balancing

THIS INTERVIEW WAS CONDUCTED PRE-CORONAVIRUS
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lonely, but what we offer
is a non-judgemental way
of socialising and also
contributing something
positive to the community.
We swap the veg we produce
at the allotment plot with each
other. The on-site shop helps
supply the materials needed.
“There are now a couple
of familiar faces around the
community plot, and we are
hoping to expand it a little.
When it gets warmer, I hope
to see even more people there.”

the responsibilities of being
a landlord and being selfemployed, Steven tries to spend
one day a week volunteering at
the community plot. The project
is having a positive impact.
“Sometimes it is hard for
people to admit that they’re

MENTAL WELLBEING
Widespread research has
shown that being able to access
green spaces is highly beneficial
for a person’s mental and
physical wellbeing.
A study in 2015 by
Westminster and Essex
universities questioned 269
people – around half of whom
did some gardening. The
research found that people who
spent as little as 30 minutes
a week in their allotments saw
significant gains in mental
wellbeing, such as better
self-esteem and mood. This
is something Steven can relate
to, as it was the positive impact
of working in his own garden
that inspired him to share his
passion with others.
“I’ve always enjoyed growing
my own fruit and veg, and it
has had a positive impact on
my own mental health. There’s
a sense of achievement in
growing your own produce,”
he says.
What started off as a hobby
has now grown into a project
helping to transform local lives
for the better.
VICTORIA BARKER

Winter 2020 / 63

91NLRNOV20154.pgs 02.11.2020 11:37

Toolbox: Allotments, 1

TOOLBOX

Toolbox: Wales, 1

TOOLBOX
VERSION

The Senedd building in Cardiff
is the main public building
of the Welsh Parliament
REPRO OP
SUBS

numbers of prosecutions, fines
and other forms of enforcement.
Enforcement measures were
introduced in November 2016.
Since then, there have been:
●● 105 prosecutions
●● 774 Fixed Penalty
Notices issued
●● Five rent repayment
orders issued
●● 52 licences revoked – of these,
42 were letting agents, while
10 were landlords.
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Rent Smart Wales
What next?

CLIENT

Set up to raise standards in the PRS, licensing and registration scheme Rent Smart
Wales is marking its fifth anniversary. But is it offering landlords value for money?

SHUTTERSTOCK

C

ontroversial from
the outset, Rent
Smart Wales
(RSW) was
introduced in 2015,
demanding all landlords with
property in Wales pay a fee to
become registered and licensed.
The scheme, administered
by Cardiff City Council, was
introduced by the Welsh
Government to raise standards
within the sector in Wales and
crack down on the rogues.
RSW licences have a lifespan
of five years so, as the first come
up for renewal, we ask how
successful the scheme has been.
There is some difficulty
when it comes to answering
this question, as there is no
formal, up-to-date independent
evaluation of RSW and its
impact on the private rented
sector (PRS).

The Welsh Government
says it has been subject to
evaluations. However, the
National Residential Landlords
Association (NRLA) doesn’t
believe these reports give the
full picture.
What they do show is
a diminishing level of
satisfaction among landlords
with RSW’s customer service –
this is despite the NRLA’s own
research work showing the
majority of landlords and
agents recognise the need to
have rented property placed
on some kind of register.
Their main concerns were
value for money, a lack of

evidence the scheme was
cracking down on rogues,
customer service issues
and support.
Using the most recent annual
data, we know:
●● 51,871 licences have
been issued
●● 108,000 landlords and agents
are registered with RSW
●● 208,000+ properties are
estimated to be covered
by the scheme.
However, despite the size of
the scheme, data provided by
RSW through a Freedom of
Information request shows
there have been very limited

RSW has brought in £12.5m in grants
and fees… while spending £9m on
wages, salaries and administration

THE FINANCES
According to the same data
set, RSW has brought in
£12.5m in grants and fees
since it came into being, while
spending £9m on wages,
salaries and administration.
Therefore, by its own
admission, RSW has generated
a surplus of around £2.5m.
So, where is that money
going, and how is it improving
life for landlords and tenants
in Wales?
This is the $64,000 question,
with the NRLA asking the
Government to commit to
investing some of that cash
to support landlords on the
ground, through discounts and
fee waivers.
When RSW was introduced,
it was announced to be part of
a series of wider reforms and
improvements to the PRS,
which would be encompassed
by a wider strategy.
This strategy has not been
published and, long term, the
NRLA feels strongly that RSW
is not able to deliver fully on its
remit until that has been agreed
by the sector as a whole.
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RAJ KHOSA
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Are you a portfolio landlord?
I’m a solicitor by profession, but
work limited hours, allowing
me to spend most of my time
helping run the family business,
managing and developing a
portfolio of properties in and
around Twickenham in London.

CLIENT

What are the main plus
points of being a landlord?
You work for yourself, so it is
flexible, and you benefit from
capital growth in addition
to the annual income. Most
importantly, though, it has to
be working with my parents.
I also love realising the
potential of a property and
expanding my knowledge.
How has being a landlord
changed for you?
The industry is becoming more
regulated and professional,
which is good for landlords
and tenants, as regulations are
there to protect both parties.
However, the Government is
becoming less landlord friendly.
There have also been a number
of tax changes that have made
us look at the way we structure
our business.
How is your relationship with
your letting agent?
My dad is very involved in the
local community, so we usually

find tenants ourselves, although
we do occasionally use a local
agent on a tenant-introduction
basis only.
Are your properties
fully managed?
We manage all the
properties ourselves.
This way, you build
MEET THE
a better rapport with
LANDLORD
the tenants and it’s
issues together. In
much easier to have
terms of property
open communication
maintenance, nipping
when you aren’t going
problems in the bud early on
through a third party. You
can save you time and money in
can also keep a closer eye on
the long term.
your properties.
What is your go-to
Have you ever been tempted
homeware brand?
In terms of appliances, we
to sell up?
I have always wanted to build
tend to go for a mid-range
and expand, not sell. If I did
brand such as Bosch. Buying
ever consider it, I think I would
the cheapest appliances is false
be deterred by selling costs and
economy – you need something
Capital Gains Tax.
reliable that will last.
What’s the best piece
of advice you have
ever received?
My dad has given me plenty
of advice. I think the best is to
be proactive when it comes to
communication with tenants,
and make sure properties are
well maintained. If you treat
your tenants well, they will be
happy to approach you and you
can work out a solution to any

What advice would you pass
on to a would-be landlord?
In the current environment,
with Covid-19 still around,
I would say make sure you
look out for your tenant. Being
a landlord is about building
relationships, and during the
pandemic we were able to
support our tenants through
rent deferrals, by opening up
amenity space outside and even
helping with some shopping.
Ignore what you see in the
press, the landlord/tenant
relationship doesn’t have to
What corner would you
be one of conflict – we need
never cut?
to work together.
I would never compromise on
Finally, for any would-be
any legal issue – you couldn’t
landlord, there is a quote
be proud of any
from TV show The
business if you
Sopranos that really
cut a legal corner.
resonated with me:
The law is there to
‘Buy land ’cause
protect landlords
God ain’t making
and tenants.
any more if it’ –
something I think is
S,
CE
AN
PLI
WHEN SELECTING AP
really great advice.
LIKE BOSCH
RAJ GOES FOR BRANDS

TONY C FRENCH
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I would never
compromise on any
legal issue – you
couldn’t be proud of
any business if you
cut a legal corner”
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