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Executive Summary 
Tower Hamlets has been consulting on whether to renew, alter or end the current Selective Licensing 

Scheme which is in operation in three wards of the borough: Weavers, Whitechapel, Spitalfields & 

Banglatown. The current Scheme covers all private rented properties in those wards and is due to 

come to an end in October 2021. 

 

The consultation took place between August and December 2020.  As part of its wider consultation, 

Tower Hamlets held three online consultation events in November and December 2020. The events 

(held on Zoom due to the COVID-19 pandemic) were targeted at local residents, tenants, landlords, 

agents and business owners.  Most participants were landlords and agents, with others representing 

tenants. This report summarises the comments and questions raised at these events.  A separate 

report on the written consultation responses is being prepared by Tower Hamlets.  

 

Top level summary of participantsΩ comments and questions: 

 

¶ Many participants expressed agreement with the scheme and support for the licensing goals 

of addressing rogue landlords: driving them out of the sector and encouraging better property 

management, but views differed on whether the current form of the Selective Licensing 

Scheme was an effective way of achieving this. 

¶ The efficacy of the Scheme in identifying rogue landlords was either unclear to participants or, 

based on the figures presented at the event (see Appendix A), seemed low compared to the 

budget generated by the fees.  

¶ Several participants urged the Council to take a more targeted approach to licensing, for 

example by using complaints and algorithms to target problem areas rather than the current 

geographic ward approach. 

¶ There was also a suggestion to replace the Licensing Scheme with a scheme to educate and 

support tenants to identify rogue landlords. 

¶ Some strongly supported the Scheme for what they saw as its role in protecting tenants by 

introducing a fit and proper test for landlords and mandating tenancy agreements and 

property standards 

¶ Other participants supported the Scheme, but commented that specific aspects should be 

reviewed including: 

o the need to license of new builds that have been designed to meet property and safety 

standards  

o standard minimum room sizes and occupancy limits seen by some as unhelpful to 

people struggling to afford London accommodation prices 

o providing different license lengths e.g. 2-3 years or refunds for short term landlords 
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o continuing/increasing communication of the scheme: not assuming that there is 

widespread awareness of the Scheme, increasing efforts to communicate it to those 

who believe that only multiple household properties need a license 

o exploring alternative areas to target the scheme, from extending the Scheme to cover 

all of Tower Hamlets to targeting based on complaints or areas with older/lower 

standard properties. 

 

Conclusions based on the workshop findings: 

 

1. There is widespread agreement with and support for ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 

rogue landlords and improving property conditions. 

2. As part of its review of the Selective Licensing Scheme, the Council should be open to 

considering and reporting back on the feasibility and likely effectiveness of other means of 

identifying rogue landlords and substandard properties, for example by assessing other parts 

of the Borough or by exploring targeting by property type or areas of high levels of complaint. 

3. There is a need for greater clarity on what landlords and agents should expect once a license 

has been issued as there is frustration among some that they hear nothing once the license is 

issued. 

4. More transparency is called for in how the funds raised by the Scheme are spent.  

5. More communication is needed on the performance and impact of the Scheme: particularly 

on impact measures such as the number of rogue landlords identified, fined and prosecuted, 

the number of properties inspected and the number improved. 
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1. Map of Tower Hamlets' Current Selective Licensing Scheme 

1. Background to the consultation 
 

Between 28 August and 13 December 2020, Tower Hamlets consulted on whether to renew, alter, or 

end the current Selective Licensing Scheme for privately rented properties which is in operation in 

three areas of the borough and is due to come to an end in October 2021 (see map below). 

 

The current Selective Licensing Scheme (under 

Part 3 of the Housing Action 2004) has been in 

operation in Weavers, Whitechapel, 

Spitalfields & Banglatown since October 2016. 

The Scheme has put a legal duty on landlords 

or persons responsible for the privately rented 

properties to apply for a licence.   

 

Tower Hamlets commissioned an independent 

review of the Selective Licensing Scheme. The 

report, by Mayhew Associates, sets out the 

data and the evidence base on the 

performance of the Scheme. The report was 

shared as part of the consultation on the 

Scheme. Council officers and elected members 

will be using the findings of the Mayhew report 

and the feedback from the consultation to 

inform their decision on the future of the Selective Licensing Scheme in Tower Hamlets. 

 

The consultation gathered feedback through a number of channels: 

¶ Online surveys on https://talk.towerhamlets.gov.uk/ for i. residents & tenants, ii. landlords & 

managing agents/agents and iii. businesses or service providers 

¶ Via email to the Housing Licensing Team 

¶ Virtual consultation events: November 3, 10 & December 10, 2020 

 

The consultation was publicised through the following channels: 

¶ Two direct emails to existing License Holders 

¶ Direct email to 4000+ Property Agents and Managing Agents   

¶ Letters to occupants of licensed properties under the Selective Licensing Scheme 

¶ Email to voluntary and third sector organisations 

https://talk.towerhamlets.gov.uk/
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¶ A notice / quarter page advertisement in East region newspaper publications, including seven 

separate local papers covering the whole of East London 

¶ Direct emails to neighboring Councils, Local Police, Fire Brigades 

¶ ¢ƻǿŜǊ IŀƳƭŜǘǎΩ website and social media alerts including regular twitter feed. 

 

Separate to the Selective Licensing Scheme, there are two other property licensing schemes 

operating in Tower Hamlets. These schemes are not part of this consultation:  

¶ Additional Licensing: 

All rented properties anywhere in the Borough which are occupied by 3 or 4 people living as 2 

or more separate households who share facilities, and the property is not within the Selective 

area. 

Also includes flats with 5 or more tenants living as two or more households in purpose-built 

blocks with three or more flats. 

¶ Mandatory Licensing:  

All rented properties anywhere in the Borough which are occupied by five or more people 

living as two or more separate households who share facilities. It has been a legal requirement 

to licence these properties since 2006. 
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2. About this report 
This report summarises the questions and comments expressed at three online consultation events 

held as part of the overall consultation on Selective Licensing in Tower Hamlets. During the events, 

the three Tower Hamlets officials present responded where they could to the questions raised, but 

the purpose of this report is to focus on the issues raised by participants.   

 

Formal responses to the consultation submitted online through the consultation portal or written 

responses received by post or email, are being reported on separately.  Both reports will be shared 

with Councillors to inform their decision on whether to renew, alter or end the Selective Licensing 

Scheme.  

 

2.1 Format of and attendance at the online consultation events 

Because of social distancing restrictions in place due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the consultation 

events were held online via the video conferencing tool Zoom.  The three 2-hour events were 

publicised via the talk.towerhamlets website and direct communication through emails , letters  to 

stakeholders and through  local newspaper notices / advertisements  to the residents and the general 

public as detailed above. The purpose of the events was to: 

¶ Provide information on the objectives of the Selective 

Licensing scheme and its performance to date  

¶ Answer questions on the Selective Licensing Scheme 

¶ Provide a space for participants to share views on the Scheme 

¶ Encourage participants to submit formal responses to the consultation. 

 

The events were facilitated by an independent facilitator and started with introductions and an online 

poll on the type of participants (landlord, agent, tenant etc.).  Three members of the Tower Hamlets 

Housing Licensing Team were present at each event to give a presentation on and answer questions 

about the Selective Licensing Scheme and its performance to date.  The events were audio recorded 

for reporting purposes and agreement to this was sought from participants at the start of each 

session. The events were aimed at residents, tenants, landlords, agents and managing agents and 

were available for anyone to attend. As can be seen in the table below, most of the 22 participants 

were landlords and property/managing agents. 

 
Table 1: Consultation events and attendance levels 

Date Attendance 

3 November 2020 
6pm-8pm 

1 Tenant/Tenant Representative 
4 Landlords 
1 Agent 
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6 Total 
 

10 November 2020 
2pm-4pm 
 

3 Landlord Agents 
1 Landlord 
1 Unknown 
5 Total 
 

3 December 2020 
6pm-8pm 

6 Landlords 
2 Tenant Representatives 
3 Unknown 
11 Total 
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3. Feedback to the consultation 
This section of the report focuses on the comments and questions raised by participants at the online 

events on the Selective Licensing Scheme (the Scheme).  Views on the merits of the Scheme in the 

three Tower HamletsΩ wards of Weavers, Spitalfields & Banglatown and Whitechapel, ranged from 

those who were supportive and thought it should be expanded to the entire borough, to those who 

thought the scheme was an easy money earner for the council which was not succeeding in its aim of 

driving out rogue landlord practices.  Participants also expressed views on how the scheme could be 

altered or asked for more clarity on its impact.  Some comments were common to most of the events, 

whilst others only came up at one.  Appendix B of the report gives a summary of the themes and 

questions raised at each event.  

 

3.1 Overall responses to the Selective Licensing Scheme 

3.1.1 Why include new build properties in the Selective Licensing Scheme? 

At two of the events some landlords and agents raised the question of why new build properties are 

included in the Licensing Scheme. They asked why buildings that have been designed and built to 

meet standards such as fire safety, gas and electricity are being included when the Council should 

focus its efforts on identifying dangerous, substandard properties:  

 

άMy building is 5 years old. It meets all standards, fire, gas, everything.  I feel that 

we are being punished.  I agree with the Scheme, because we need to get the 

rogue landlords out of the system 100%. But I feel like I am being punished.  Why 

are we part of the Scheme when we are fully licensed with everything, with gas, 

ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅΣ ǿƘȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘΩ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ǎŀȅ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǿŜ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǾŜǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

more than 10 years old.  They are buildings that probably need to be looked at 

after 10 years, after 10 years the building starts to become decrepit then you need 

to look it. But when you have buildings that are brand new and in very good 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩt need to be licensed.έ  

 

There was a sense among some landlords and agents with modern properties that they were being 

made to pay a license fee for which they saw no benefits. Some participants complained about not 

receiving an inspection during the license period, whilst at the same time saying that not enough was 

being done to target rogue landlords.  Some suggested a blanket exemption from the Selective 

License fee for all properties less than five or ten years old. 

 

3.1.2 How effective is the Scheme at dealing with rogue landlords? 

The issue of how effective the current scheme is at dealing with rogue landlords was raised at two of 

the three events.  Some participants recognised that tracking down people who are deliberately 
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evading the license fee and operating under the radar was not easy, but it needed more effort by the 

Council: 

 

άay concern is how you can cope with those people who have avoided registering, 

bad landlords, because they make it bad for all of us and its bad for tenants and so 

there ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ŀƳ 

coming from and going to, I want to see it work better and more effectively.έ 

 

One view was that the scheme as it is currently set up cannot hope to identify unlicensed landlords 

because they are operating in the shadows and will never voluntarily license their properties: 

 

άYou will never find them through a selective license scheme because they will 

never sign up for it, they will never pay a license fee.  You will never find them, 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜƴŀƴǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ 

ǿƻƴΩǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜΦέ 

 

When discussing how rogue landlords could be more effectively identified, some participants 

suggested targeting where complaints are coming from:  

 

ά¢he best thing is to give priority to tracking down people who should be licensed 

through complaints and that kind of category. On that category thing, because 

those are the people, the landlords who are antisocial and so they are the priority 

for you to chase up for making sure that they are licensed and so that really, I 

think should be your priority. You have to prioritise.έ  

 

Another suggestion was for a more targeted inspection approach to identify substandard properties 

and their landlords:  

 

ά̧ ƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƛƴǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘΣ Ǝŀƛƴ 

entry, examine it and see if ƛǘΩǎ up to standard or not.  It will take manpower to do 

that.έ 

 

Linked to the issue in section 3.1.1 about new builds, one view was that the Council should not 

include new builds in its licensing regime, but instead put its focus on higher risk, older properties and 

target those as being more likely to be owned by unlicensed landlords. 

 

άWe should be on a fair playing fielŘΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƻƴ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ Lǘ ǿƛƭƭ 

take the pressure off from the CƻǳƴŎƛƭΣ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

need to be monitored. We need to get rid of the rogue landlords.  This is going to 
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take years to do, so we are being punished because of the rogue landlords.  We 

ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ȅƻǳ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

than putting everyone into the equation.έ 

 

 

3.1.3 What has the Selective Licensing Scheme achieved? 

There was a strong sense among some participants at the events that the Scheme was not effective 

at improving property standards and targeting rogue landlords. For some, this was drawn from the 

experiences of paying the fee but having no further communication or contact from the council. They 

had expected to have their property inspected to ensure it had met standards. Others had expected 

to receive clear reports on the numbers of properties improved or rogue landlords identified. 

 

άA scheme to eradicate dangerous properties and rogue landlords is needed but 

this is not it and never will be if run and managed in the way it is nowΦέ 

 

At two of the three events, questions were raised on what the money raised by the license fees since 

2016 (approximately £3.5million) has achieved.  Given that the identification of rogue landlords was 

an important objective of the Scheme, some participants asked for more clarity from the Council on 

the numbers identified and prosecuted. They felt that the numbers of landlord interventions 

presented during the event (see Appendix A) were either unclear or too low to justify the level of fees 

charged:  

 

άI think us landlords have not seen that transparency, we signed up for it. You are 

telling me this is what itΩs spent on.  I would like to see a breakdown of where my 

money is going. £3.5million is a lot of money.  How many of these rogue landlords 

have you identified? This was the main objective of your initiation of selective 

licensing scheme, is to identify who these rogue landlords are.έ  

 

άϻ3M, 5 years... caught 14 people?έ 

 

άƻ̧ǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ǘŀǎƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƳƻǊŜ landlords who have been 

asked to register and chasing them up.έ   

 

During these discussions, the Council put forward the point that the fees need to cover the costs of 

the scheme over a 10-year period,  as licenses granted near to the end of the SŎƘŜƳŜΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊ 

period continue for five years.  

Nonetheless, there was a call for the Council to be more transparent in reporting the impacts of the 

SŎƘŜƳŜΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǳƴƭƛŎŜƴǎŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎΦ   ¢ƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ 

benefit of the SŎƘŜƳŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ Ψŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘΩ ŦƻǊ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎ ōȅ ǊƛŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻǊƻǳƎƘ ƻŦ ǊƻƎǳŜ 
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landlords needed more evidence of how it has performed in that task or how it plans to do so early in 

the life of any renewed scheme. 

 

3.1.4 What does the license fee pay for? 

!ǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŎƘŜƳŜΩǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΣ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ 

on what the license fee pays for.  Participants wanted to know how many council staff are focused on 

the task of identifying rogue landlords. There was an understanding that staff would be needed at the 

start of the Scheme to perform registration and administrative tasks, but that as the Scheme 

matured, more resource should be focused on pursuing rogue landlords: 

 

άIow many people have you got on chasing down those people who are causing 

problems? You should have 5 or 10 staff. You should be able to have that in your 

budget. If you have got £3-пƳƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦ  LΩŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ 

budget and I really do hope that you will give that area the recognition it needs.έ 

 

Some participants understood that the purpose of the Scheme was linked to reducing antisocial 

behaviour and encouraging better residential areas through managed green spaces. This led to 

questions and a request for more clarity on if and how the funds raised through the Selective 

Licensing Scheme fees contributes to these areas:  

 

άThe point I want to raise is one of transparency and landlords were told that their 

fee would be spent on safety and reducing ASB, but I know how councils operate 

and fund activities and that sort of thing usually comes from a general fund, if part 

of our license is paying for that, then we should be receiving a breakdown.  I get 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ǉŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǊŜƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ huge 

amount of this £3million that are to my mind unaccounted for and landlords 

should receive in return a breakdown of exactly how this money is being spent, 

otherwise how do I know that under the extra community safety work done in the 

area round the block in the area where my flat is, over and above what the other 

residents are payingΚέ 

 

Some landlords said they had paid the fee but felt they had seen nothing in return.  They had 

expected to be contacted about inspections to ensure they were complying with standards: 

 

άL ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ƻǿŜǊ IŀƳƭŜǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ 

fire safety, electrical safety or anything at all. Neither have my tenants. I was 

ƻōƭƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ϻрлл ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀƴȅ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƘǳƎŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ 

since. And no evidence whatsoever of what the licence charge is spent onΦέ 
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3.1.5 Communication of the Scheme: how to make it clear, consistent and targeted? 

Issues raised around the communication of the Scheme included awareness of the Scheme itself, how 

consistent the advice on standards is and the issue of confusion between different schemes run by 

different London boroughs. 

 

An issue was raised that some landlords were unaware of the Selective Licensing Scheme and were 

not deliberately evading the Scheme.  This created a number of unlicensed properties that were then 

targeted by some tenants (for example through Facebook groups) with the explicit aim of claiming 

rent repayment orders.  It was said that these otherwise good landlords were being exploited: 

 

 άThese people are renting this property in the best conditions, they do everything 

ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜΦ  That is my biggest concern 

because then if these people have a problem with their actual tenant and if the 

tenant turns to them, they can do the rent repayment orders to someone who has 

done everything by the book. I am fine with the license and the cost, but the 

biggest issue is the communicationΧPeople think the licenses are only for houses 

with shared 3-4 bedrooms.  The communication has been atrociousΦέ 

 

This led to a call for the Council to not assume that the Scheme has full awareness and that it should 

do more to communicate the Scheme to landlords in Tower Hamlets: 

 

άTƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǘȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ landlords that they must license 

ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΣ L ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ 

not enough to ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƪƴƻǿΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

ǿƻƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎƘŀǎŜŘ ǳǇΦέ 

 

Another issue raised was the point that some landlords and agents are receiving conflicting advice on 

applying the property standards that are part of the Licensing Scheme:   

 

άOn one day, someone gives you one bit of information and on another other 

information. We need clear and precise advice because if we do 

something wrong, we get fined for it.  There is that opportunity for you to fine 

us.  Responsibility is on our shoulders.έ 

 

Some landlords own properties in different London boroughs and found the different standards 

applied by different boroughs unhelpful in ensuring their properties met the required standards: 

 

άLt depends where you are, some rules in Hackney and Hampstead itΩs very 

confusing, if someone is going to have a £5000 penalty it should be better 
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communicated. Communication should be better between landlords and council.  

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ L ŀƳ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǿŜ can work together to get 

better housing for everyone.έ 

 

 

3.1.6 Comments on the property standards mandated by the Selective Licensing 

Scheme 

 

Points about the standards mandated by the Selective Licensing Scheme were raised at all three 

events. Some participants raised the question about whether the standards in the social housing 

sector were the same as those applied to the private rented sector.  There was a belief held by some 

participants that double standards might be in operation and that the private rented sector was more 

tightly regulated and monitored than social housing, which if that was the case was felt to be unfair:    

 

άThe council is taking a heavy stick out on private landlords who do have licenses 

and do provide fire safety etc. but you find council properties who are 

overcrowded and in awful conditions. So, is it just a stick for one and not the other 

in terms of types of standards?έ 

 

The standard for minimum room size was raised when the example was given of an ex-council 

property, sold as a three-bedroom home, was subsequently not permitted to market itself as having 

three bedrooms for rent as one of the room sizes was less than the 6.51sqm minimum:   

 

άThrough the licensing period the actual size of each room has been redefined and 

it left me as a landlord perplexed about how to accommodate the new standards 

of the sizes.έ 

 

Participants were told at the events that the standard on room sizes was central government 

legislation and therefore not something that Tower Hamlets could divert from. 

 

The standards on the number of people who could live in a property was also raised. Some 

participants said that the cost of rent in London meant people were having to live with several people 

in one property to make it affordable. They felt this was a choice the tenants should be allowed to 

make and that enforcing lower occupancy rates was harming both landlords and tenants: 

 

άo̧u have bought in the licenses and done the assessment and said you can only 

have 4 people in a property when they were 5-6 and they were quite happy there 

and I have told them they have to leave.  
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 If they are happy to stay in ς ōǳǘ н ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ п ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ 

rent. Where are they going to go? Some people have children in schools.  Is this 

part of gentrification?  Are we saying only x amount of people can stay even if it is 

safe, with fire doors and everything? If they are happy to say in 6s, why should 

they not be allowed tƻ ǎǘŀȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴΦέ 

 

Some agents pointed to the impact that complying with the property standards was having on their 

workload.  They talked about the difficulty of finding building contractors who would take on 

relatively small projects such as installing mains powered smoke detectors.  They felt this issue should 

be better appreciated by both the Council and landlords: 

 

άThe work to get all these properties in line with licensing is huge.  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

landlords know the work the agents go through right now.  We have to do 

thousands of properties with smoke alarms, fire alarms.  You try to get a builder to 

do a job in a property. Not easy. Landlords ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƳƻƴŜȅ-making scheme from 

the CounciƭΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƘǳƎŜΦέ  

 

  3.1.7 Views on licence fee level and length 

As we have seen in sections 3.1.3 and 3.1.4, most discussion about the license fee focused on what it 

is being spent on, what it is achieving and whether it is providing value for money for the landlords 

ǿƘƻ Ǉŀȅ ƛǘΦ  !ǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎΩ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ 

the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., payment holidays/rent reductions for tenants) and that 

this should be acknowledged in a slightly reduced fee for the next period of the scheme:  

 

άAt the same time the figure for the renewal should be a little less to encourage 

people to renew I think it could be reduced a bit more, more welcoming to 

landlords especially in COVID which has not only affected tenants but also 

landlordsΩ income with reduced rent, and everything else.έ 

   

Responding to a comment by Tower Hamlets that its fees were lower than most other London 

boroughs, ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƘƛƎƘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

charge for selective licensing at all: 

 

άThe cost does not compare favourably to the cost of a licence in Greenwich or 

{ƻǳǘƘǿŀǊƪΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ landlords with a charge at all.έ 

 

The 5-year length of the license fee was thought to be too rigid by some participants, who said it 

offered poor value for money for landlords planning to rent their properties for less than 5 years. 
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Some asked for refunds to be made available for landlords who stop renting their properties within 

the five years.  Others asked the Council to consider the option of offering shorter licenses: 

 

άCould there be an option for a shorter period of licensing rather than a 5-year 

license. E.g., offer a 2- or 3-year license.  The per year cost could be slightly higher, 

L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅΦ  If someone plans to rent out for a short period of 

time and then sell it, give the landlord the option.έ 

 

3.1.8 Views on extent and location of the licence scheme 

A range of views were expressed during the three events on the geographic extent and location of 

the Selective Licensing Scheme in Tower Hamlets.  Some participants asked the Council to consider 

expanding the Scheme to cover the entire borough and help raise standards in all rented properties:  

 

ά!s an agent I welcome and support a renewal of the Scheme.  But why stop at 

the three areas? I think it should be across the borough.  With the Scheme it will 

enable landlords and agents to maintain safety compliance required with the 

private rented sector. Also, we know from studies that it reduces anti-social 

behaviour which you also pointed out and it enables making sure that landlords 

and agents correct any deficiencies that may exist within their propertiesΦέ 

 

Others felt that the Scheme should move to other areas of the borough to tackle sub-standard 

housing there: 

 

άCǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŝŀǎǘ ƛǘǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ς huge 

challenge there.έ 

 

SomŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ ƛƴ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Scheme 

if, as it was saying in the report on its impact, it was such as success: 

 

άIf the SŎƘŜƳŜ ƛǎ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƛǘ ǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ǿƘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

whole borough with it?έ 

 

A question was raised about why other areas are not targeted by the Scheme and that it focused on 

Ψprofitable areasΩ as part of a money-making exercise:  

 

άWhy do private landlords not in the selective area not have to pay for a licence? 

5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ Tower Hamlets ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎΩ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΚ ¢ƘŜ 

impression is that Tower Hamlets ƘŀǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƭŜΩ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ 

they can make more money.έ 
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When hearing that the Council had the power to target up to 20% of properties in the borough with 

selective licensing, the suggestion was made to target by type of property or by known problem 

areas, rather than by ward areas. The ward area was seen as a blanket approach that targeted too 

many high standard compliant properties and too few lower standard properties:  

 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ scheme will only have the proffered effect if it is targeted rather than 

blanket geographically. If you can only survey 16%, then make it the 16% where 

ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŜŀǊǘƘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦέ 

 

άMost of the flats in the areas you have selected are new build, have managing 

ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎǎΦ ²Ƙȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ 

that are more likely to haǾŜ ǘƘŜ ΨōŀŘΩ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜΚ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

bound to be an algorithm that tells you this.έ 

 

 

3.1.9 Reasons to support selective licensing 

Whilst many of the discussions during the consultation events focused on questions about the impact 

of the scheme, how it has been communicated and managed, comments were also made about its 

positive contribution to a better private rented housing sector in Tower Hamlets. Points made in 

support of the Scheme included: 

¶ Ensuring the tenant gets a tenancy agreement 

¶ Testing landlords are fit and proper people 

¶ Ensuring properties are maintained to standard 

¶ Empowering the Council to fine bad landlords 

¶ Creating the ability to contact landlords 

¶ Overall rise in property standards. 

 

ά̧ ƻǳƴƎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǊŜƴǘŜǊǎ ǘƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜceive contracts, ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ 

how to rent guide, the gas safety certificates, so in our opinion licensing ensures 

that each occupier at least has a tenancy agreement.  I know there is a debate 

about how new the property is but having a tenancy agreement really is a 

minimum standard, so I welcome this licensing thing in raising standards.έ   

 

Given the protocols for rating owners of holiday lets on platforms such as Airbnb, the point was made 

that it felt wrong for holiday let owners to be more scrutinised than full time landlords and they felt 

that the Scheme went some way to ensuring that landlords were being asked to meet basic 

standards: 
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άI find it insane that on Airbnb that vendors are rated on every aspect of the 

service they provide so it feels reasonable that to have a license for 5 or 10 years 

itΩs checked the property provided is safe.έ 

 

  

3.2 Suggestions for Tower Hamlets as it considers the future of 
the Scheme 

At all three events, participants put forward suggestions to Tower Hamlets to make the current 

Scheme more effective or to replace the Scheme with an alternative set of measures to tackle bad 

landlords. 

 

Suggestions to make the current Scheme more effective: 

¶ Provide more resources to educate landlords about property standards to help them comply 

with them 

¶ Set up an endorsement scheme for agents to help landlords work with experienced and 

qualified agents 

¶ Introduce a rating scheme for landlords (this suggestion was discussed at the event and felt to be 

unworkable as it was open to abuse with fake ratings)  

¶ Include a letter with the Council Tax bill chasing unregistered landlords 

¶ Target the 20% limit on selective licensing on older/substandard properties 

¶ Track bad landlords by complaints received e.g., noise and poor property maintenance 

¶ Make agents responsible for standards rather than landlords 

¶ Introduce flexible length licenses 

¶ Produce clear, unambiguous reports on progress made by the Scheme in targeting bad 

landlords: e.g., number of civil penalty notices, prosecutions, rent repayment orders etc.   

¶ Publish plans on how the Council plans to target bad landlords in the future. 

 

Suggestion to replace the Scheme: 

¶ Put Council resources into educating, encouraging and supporting tenants to make complaints 

about housing conditions and so increase the likelihood of identifying unregistered landlords. 

 

 

3.3 Questions raised during the consultation events 

 

This section captures the questions raised during the consultation events. Participants asked 

questions about many different aspects of the Scheme and they were discussed with Council officials 
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as part of the meetings. The Council should aim to provide answers to these questions and share 

them with the wider public as part of their response to the consultation.  

 

Management of the Scheme 

¶ What will Tower Hamlets do to address the peak demand for licenses at the start of the 

Scheme that led to delays in licenses being issued in the first edition of the Scheme?  

¶ Are you holding private sector landlords to different standards than those for the social 

housing sector? 

¶ Why do license holders have to be UK residents?  

¶ Why do you ask questions about Managing Agents when the property owner might not have 

control over who they are e.g., no idea about criminal records? 

¶ If 6 people want to stay in a 2-bedroom flat and they are totally happy with it, why is Tower 

Hamlets coming in and saying no we have to kick three people out? 

¶ Is overcrowding an issue in the social sector too? 

¶ Are those properties that you target (for inspections) inside or outside the selective area? 

¶ When you do the surveys when you go round the blocks. Are you also knocking on the door of 

lƛŎŜƴǎŜ ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΚ 

¶ Funding tackling antisocial behaviour and green spaces, should that not come from the 

general funds and licensing funds should be ring fenced? 

¶ If the Scheme is so important why have only around 16% of the licensed properties been 

surveyed? 

Fees 

¶ ²Ƙȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŦŜŜǎ ōŜ ǊŜŦǳƴŘŀōƭŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ 5 year? 

¶ Is this not another tax on landlords? 

 

Impact of the Scheme 

¶ Do you have any evidence that it is our (private rented sector) tenants causing any of this 

ASB? 

¶ How have properties been improved? The difference between the number of licences and 

surveys? 

¶ How much revenue have you raised?  

¶ On the licensing could Tower Hamlets tell me, how many rogue landlords do you have today.  

Scheme has been running for 4 and a bit years. How many rogue landlords have you 

identified? 

¶ What is the number of rogue landlord who have paid a fine? 

¶ How many private rented sector properties are estimated to be in the Selective License area, 

how many left to licence? 
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¶ Will the council provide a detailed and comprehensive breakdown of how much money has 

been raised and how the money raised has been spent? 

 

Scheme extent 

¶ Would the plan be to use current ward boundaries instead of historic ward boundaries if the 

Scheme is renewed or extended? 

¶ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ŦƻǊ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Scheme?  Do you have any plans to expand 

the Scheme? If the Scheme is as you descriōŜ ƛǘ ǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ǿƘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

whole borough with it? 

¶ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǊŜŀΦ  LŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ good, 

why not do it for a different 20% next time?  

¶ So why have certain areas that are selective areas, why not make it a targeted borough wide 

operation and reach your 20% that way? 

¶ Most of the flats in the areas you have selected are new build, have managing agents and are 

ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎǎΦ ²Ƙȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ likely to have 

ǘƘŜ ΨōŀŘΩ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜΚ  

 

Consultation questions 

¶ Do we get more weight in how we perceive things as landlords, as tenants within the 

borough? 
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4. Conclusions 
1. There is widespread agreement with and support for ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 

rogue landlords and improving property conditions. 

2. As part of its review of the Selective Licensing Scheme, the Council should be open to 

considering and reporting back on the feasibility and likely effectiveness of other means of 

identifying rogue landlords and substandard properties, for example by assessing other parts 

of the borough for Selective Licensing or by exploring targeting by property type or areas of 

high levels of complaint. 

3. There is a need for greater clarity on what landlords and agents should expect once a license 

has been issued, as there is frustration among some that they hear nothing from the Council 

once the license is issued. 

4. More transparency is called for in how the funds raised by the Scheme are spent.  

5. More communication is needed on the performance and impact of the Scheme: particularly 

on impact measures such as the number of rogue landlords identified, fined and prosecuted, 

the number of properties inspected, and the number improved. 
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Appendix A 
Tower Hamlets presentation at the online events 
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