
Notes of speaker session at October 2014 meeting of TH Federation of TRAs

John Arnold, an Environmental Health (EH) Officer (EHO) working for LBTH with the EH Housing Team, 
introduced himself. This was the first presentation he had given to a group of residents, though he had 
spoken to bodies of colleagues and partner organisations before.  EH encompasses topics such as air 
quality (this is very topical – London is facing being fined for failing miserably to meet EU targets); pest 
control (rats, cockroaches, pigeons); Dog warden service – dealing with dangerous dogs; Noise 
pollution; Contaminated land – mainly new developments, mainly on the Isle of Dogs; Health and 
Housing (his own team) – dealing with private landlords, absentee-landlord leaseholders in particular.

The housing market has changed since 2001: the number of homes owned by LBTH has plummeted 
from 52% to 12%, while the private rented sector has mushroomed from 18.5% to 39% - a trend set to 
continue.

The quality of housing impacts on the individual and the community. For example, when poor housing 
conditions make people ill, this leads to a cost to the NHS which has to fund treatment.  When poor 
housing conditions make children ill, or make their home lives difficult, they may underachieve at school, 
fail to get jobs and can even get involved with drugs or commit other forms of Anti-Social Behaviour 
(ASB): all of these lead to a cost to some part of the state. Poor housing conditions can also hurt the 
environment and cleaning up after fly-tipping and vandalism can cost the Council too. So investing in EH 
work can actually save the Council money and can save public money more widely.  They are now 
developing an ap for smart phones so health professionals can contact them quickly with information 
about vulnerable people who need an EH intervention.  The project aims to demonstrate the saving to 
NHS which they are making.  In their first eight months, it is calculated they have saved £24k to the NHS
and £60k to public bodies in TH.  

The EH Housing team has a manager, three EHOs and three technical officers who carry out a range of 
functions between them.  They have various powers to enforce standards.

The team inspects houses, assessing them against a standard list of 29 hazards.  They come across 
issues such as damp and mould, which lead to respiratory problems.  They look for lack of heating 
and/or poor insulation which leads to “excess cold” (though sometimes the problem is that the tenant 
can’t afford to turn the heating on). The number of extra deaths in the winter, compared with the summer,
is called “excess deaths”: that figure rose 29% last winter, compared with the winter before, which is 
shocking.

It deals with licensing Homes in Multiple Occupation (HMOs).  LBTH is currently looking at various 
licensing schemes.

The EH team can target landlords who appear to be persistent offenders. At the moment they are 
targeting vulnerable residents, not least through a project they are working on with Barts Health, which 
brings in money to do the work.

They look at issues of overcrowding and space. People do report neighbouring properties which they 
suspect (sometimes correctly; sometimes not) are overcrowded.  Some bad landlords charge 
extortionate rents for tiny rooms or cupboards.

They look for/at pests.  There is currently a bedbug pandemic across London. The bugs cause health 
problems from lesions through scarring to anaemia via insomnia.  Where there is a high turnover of 
tenants, the bugs often don’t get eradicated before the tenants move on, or tenants’ visitors bring them 
into a property unwittingly.  They deal with rodents: there are more mice than rats, but both drip urine and
defecate as they scuttle about, so they leave a trail of bacteria wherever they go.  EH can force landlords
to seal access routes and lay bait.  The pest control team can do works even if the landlord does not 
cop-operate.
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John gave details of a case study, in which they had pursued one landlord of a small number of 
properties through the courts to the point where his fines were considerable and he had to sell property 
to meet fines and costs being levied.  Eventually he had to give up being a private landlord.

John then went on to answer the questions which had been sent to him in advance of the meeting (these
questions and answers are listed separately on the website).  The following points came up additionally 
as the questions were being answered.

Q: THH claims that about half its leasehold properties are sub-let.  
A: The leasehold department could not provide figures to John direct but promised to investigate 

and send on information, which John will forward on receipt.  

Q: Are there clear standards which leaseholders are required to observe if they sub-let?  
A: There are no special standards for this purpose.  Landlords have to abide by their leasehold 

agreement, which means they have to tell the freeholder they intend to sub-let and their tenants 
are not allowed to cause ASB.  A landlord such as THH could take action if tenants of a 
leaseholder cause ASB as the leaseholder landlord would be in breach of their Lease Agreement.
The Council is looking at introducing additional licensing, which could impose additional 
standards on all leaseholders (absentee or not).  

Q: Cllr Khan referred to the Council using powers under the Environment Protection Act.  Please 
give more information about this.

A: The Environment Protection Act 1990, Section 79, lists around 12 statutory nuisances or factors 
which are prejudicial to health, e.g. dust, noise, smells.  The test of whether something has gone 
far enough to be a nuisance under the Act is based on the perception of the ordinary “man on 
street”. Section 80 of the Act provides for EH to issue an abatement notice, instructing the 
landlord to abate the nuisance or issue causing prejudice to health.  Breaches of an Abatement 
Notice are an offence which can lead to summary prosecution and a scale 5 fine (that would be 
at least up to £5,000).  

Q: How can EH help TRAs which have concerns or suspicions about leaseholders?
A: The TRA should notify the EH team direct about their concerns, or encourage the subtenant to do

so.  I’ll let you have a copy of the referral sheet that professionals in other agencies use, which 
TRAs can use too (they need to get a form of authority signed if they are to represent the tenant).
Ring us on 020-7364 5008.

Q: Does EH deal with noise caused by residents laying hard flooring?
A: It is hard to see how this could cause a statutory nuisance as such, though the Noise Pollution 

team may be able to act in non-THH properties (I can clarify with them), but check with the 
landlord whether there is anything in the tenancy agreement about hard flooring (there is in THH 
properties).

Q: What can EH do about overcrowding?  Surely a two bed flat with 10 male tenants, 
accommodated by filling the siting room with bunk beds must contravene regulations?

A: There are no regulations on overcrowding, so EH cannot march in and decree that a flat is 
overcrowded.  If we identify a flat which may be overcrowded we inspect and we can do a 
prohibition order to limit the number of people who may live in the property or in each room of it.  
The landlord has not committed any offence before our first visit but must comply with our orders 
after it.  If the property is licensed as an HMO, the licence can include limits on the number of 
tenants allowed.

Q: What can we do to deter flytippers?
A: Neither LBTH nor THH has a specific plan to catch offenders on THH estates.  If you can come 

up with a plan, contact THH.  To find out whether other social landlords have plans, contact them 
direct.  
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Q: What can EH do to improve building sites (especially ones on estates)?
A: EH is not the best first point of call.  Start with Planning.  If the problem arises from localised 

small works, e.g. to one property, contact the estate manager.  If works cause an obstruction to 
common parts, then contact planning.  EH is more there to deal with issues in individual flats. 

Q: How high is the incidence of ASB arising from flats owned by absentee leaseholders?
A: I can find the prevalence figures.  ASB officers of THH and other social landlords should be able 

to produce figures for their own estates.  I have met THH and their legal team and they are now 
putting forfeiture in their leases, so if a leaseholder is in breach THH could take the lease away.  
The THH telephone number for ASB is 020-7364 5007.  If LBTH adopts selective licencing, it can
put conditions on ASB on the licence agreement.  

Q: How will central government cuts affect your ability to engage with local communities?
A: We shall continue to do our best to work with the community, though cuts will make it harder.  We

are trying to do more joined up work: the pilot project on vulnerable people is a start, and we are 
also working with other agencies on dealing with horders and with Adult and Child Social 
Services. 

Q: What can EH do about foxes?
A: They do not seem to be a big issue.  EH cannot cull them.  We can talk to landlords about 

making sure bins and paladins are not out in the open.  We should probably talk to LBTH Street 
Services about street bins.  There are also problems cause by residents putting out bin bags the 
night before a collection.

Q: Why can’t the Council trace absent landlords and what does it do about their sub-tenants who do 
not contribute to Buildings Insurance premiums?

A: Absentee landlords usually use the address of the flat they have a lease on as their address, 
rather than use the address of where they actually live, in records at the Land Registry and for 
Council Tax.  However, sometimes EH is able to deal with the absentee leaseholder’s managing 
agents.

John then went on to answer questions from the floor of the meeting.

Mark: Are foxes a major health hazard?
JA: We have no evidence that they are a major concern.

Jenny:  You have not spoken about any departmental ethos to work with resident organisations (no 
Council officer has yet), but they (and particularly us) are potentially a major asset for you, 
particularly as cuts approach.

JA: We could do more to work with resident organisations.

Jim:  What is an HMO?
Many problems arise from the lack of accountability of absentee landlords.  It really is a major 
problem.  Section 8 of the Human Rights Act guarantees your right to a private life: has LBTH 
considered funding actions against absentee landlords under those grounds?  Social landlords, 
e.g., THH, sell leases – and most of them can’t be bothered to take action against absentee 
leaseholders, even if EH tips them off there are grounds – even though they have a duty of care 
to their tenants.

JA:  I have not had many dealings with the Human Rights Act, but I’ll get back to you. 
Dean: A house in multiple occupation, HMO, is one in which two or more parties who are not related to 

each other are living.  If there are five unrelated parties, or if the property is over three storeys or 
more, it is additionally subject to mandatory licensing.

Vibeke:  Why is the healthy housing project exclusive to THH?
JA: We’ll be inspecting THH leaseholder owned properties and we can potentially order handyperson

repairs, but can’t prosecute THH as it is like prosecuting ourselves – but can enforce on other 
RSLs (in fact we have done – we have successfully prosecuted OHG, for example).
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Vibeke:  There is a big problem with one flat in one of our blocks: there is mould, but all THH does by 
way of repair is to keep painting over it, so it keeps coming back.  THH is unresponsive: how can 
we escalate the matter?

JA:  That sort of mould is caused by chronic damp.  It may be a structural problem like “cold bridging”,
which can be repaired.  If THH is not responding, you need to take legal action against it, which 
will require an independent surveyor’s report. 

Jill:  What is the system whereby tenants can put a spare key in a safe box for emergencies?
Ian:  “Keysafe” allows tenants to put a spare key in a safe box just outside their flat.  Professionals, 

such as nurses, can have a code to open the box and get the key out when they need to visit.
Jill: How does the professional get in the block’s security door to reach the safe box by the flat?
Ian:  One set of keys can do both purposes.
Jill:   Can the public attend court hearings at which the Council or other social landlords are being 

prosecuted?  
JA:  Yes, they are in open court.  If the landlord pleads guilty, the matter can be over in one hearing 

very quickly, but sometimes the landlord pleads not guilty and the case will then go to a full trial.
We prosecuted someone last week for not having a gas safety certificate: they were fined £3k 
plus £4k costs.  

Glen: With the number of staff you have, how many prosecutions can you do and how many 
prosecutions could you do if you had unlimited staff? 

JA:  I estimate we could do 5,000 mainstream prosecutions a year, plus large numbers of others, if we
had unlimited resources.  Our team is currently doing around four a year.  We don’t have the 
resources.  So much officer time is involved in a prosecution.  We are looking at whether we can 
confiscate resources from landlords under the Proceeds of Crime Act, which would bring money 
back into the council.

Jim:  What relationship does LBTH have with the residents of social landlords?  It there a Code of 
Practice you expect landlords to abide by?  If not, why not?  

JA:  I am not aware of any Code of Practice but will ask if there is one.  We do prosecute RSLs when 
they have broken laws which, of course, we expect them to observe.

Jenny:  My neighbour knocked at my door the other day and asked if I had bedbugs.  I thought this was 
a strange chat up line, but it turned out EH was killing off his bedbugs and had told him to check 
they hadn’t spread to neighbouring flats.  EH success in action!  
Landlords often blame tenants, but they cause problems too.  For example, the landlords on the 
Housing Forum agreed to stop tenants drying washing on access walkways as it looked ugly – 
but they had no regard for the damp issues caused when tenants dry laundry indoors.
Would a register of private landlords be worth it, if it would only be as good as the money spent 
on enforcing it?  

JA: If a discrete licensing scheme goes ahead, income from it (a modest charge to landlords to be 
registered) will be ringfenced.  The point behind the licensing is that it lets us focus on the 
landlords who do not have a licence.  
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Questions awaiting an answer which JF has spotted.

How many THH leasehold properties are sub-let?  Can we obtain figures for other social landlords?

Where are the details of the consultation on licensing currently underway?  Why was the Fed 
not invited to comment?  Can the Fed be listed to whatever stakeholder list or whatever which EH uses 
for consultation?

Please send us the professionals’ referral sheet.

Can the Noise Pollution team take action against residents causing a noise nuisance by having hard 
flooring in their property?

How high is the incidence of ASB arising from flats owned by absentee leaseholders?

Can the Council take action against landlords or leaseholders under Section 8 of the Human Rights Act?

It there a Code of Practice you expect social and/or private landlords to abide by?
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