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1. 
 

Purpose/Executive Summary 
 

1.1 This report invites the Committee to consider an updated assessment of the need for and 
supply of houses in multiple occupation (“HMO”) in Highland undertaken in 2017 by 
Community Services. 
 
 

2. Recommendation 
 

2.1 On the basis of Community Services’ assessment of current HMO need and supply, the 
Committee is invited to agree to maintain its position that no application for an HMO 
licence will be refused on the ground of overprovision under section 131A of the Housing 
(Scotland) Act 2006, there being no evidential basis on which to refuse on this ground. 
 
The Committee is further invited to agree that this be subject to a further review in five 
years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3. Background 
 

3.1 Section 131A of the Housing (Scotland) Act 2006 allows local authorities to refuse to grant 
an HMO licence if they consider that there is (or, as a result of granting the licence, would 
be) overprovision of HMO in the locality in which the accommodation concerned is 
situated. 
 

3.2 In considering whether to refuse to grant an HMO licence on this ground, the local 
authority must have regard to: 
 
 whether there is an existing HMO licence in effect in respect of the accommodation; 
 the views of the applicant and any occupant of the accommodation; 
 the number and capacity of licensed HMOs in the locality, and 
 the need for housing accommodation in the locality and the extent to which HMO 

accommodation is required to meet that need. 
 

3.3 On 6 November 2012, the Highland Licensing Committee considered a report from the 
Council’s Housing and Property Service which assessed, across the various areas of 
Highland, the number and capacity of licensed HMO, the need for housing 
accommodation and the extent to which HMO accommodation was required to meet that 
need. 
 

3.4 The number and capacity of HMO (by reference to the number of occupants the licence 
permits) in 2012 were as follows. 

  
2012:  

AREA 
3 to 
5 

6 to 
10 

11 to 
20 

21 to 
30 

31 to 
50 

100
+ 

Grand 
Total 

Badenoch And Strathspey  2 5 4 1 1 2 15 
Caithness      1  1 
Inverness  111 24 10 5 1  151 
Lochaber  19 5 5 2   31 
Nairn  1 3  1   5 
Ross And Cromarty  10 8 4 2 1  25 
Skye And Lochalsh  3 1 3 1   8 
Sutherland  1 4 1    6 
Grand Total 147 50 27 12 4 2 242 

 

 
3.5 

 
The 2012 assessment identified that 
 HMO made up a small but important part of Highland’s housing stock, particularly in 

Inverness city centre; 
 the need for affordable housing in Highland was high and at its highest in Inverness; 
 HMO played an important part in the supply of affordable housing, and catered for a 

wide variety of households, including young working people, students, lower income 
households, economic migrants and households who are at risk of homelessness, and 

 there was expected to be a continuing and increasing need and demand for HMO 
across Highland, but particularly in Inverness. 

 
3.6 On the basis of this assessment, the Committee members were satisfied at that time that 

there was no evidential basis on which to consider that any particular area of Highland 
was overprovided with licensed HMO. 
 

  



3.7 It was accordingly agreed that no application for an HMO licence would be refused under 
section 131A on the ground of overprovision.  This was without prejudice, however, to the 
Committee’s power to refuse an application on other statutory grounds (i.e. the suitability 
of the applicant or the suitability of the accommodation for use as an HMO).  It was further 
agreed, however, that this would be reviewed on a five-yearly basis. 
 

3.8 It was also agreed by the Committee that the Council would exercise its power under 
section 129A of the 2006 Act to refuse to consider licence applications for HMOs which 
required, and had not obtained, planning permission for use as an HMO, whether as a 
result of application of the Council’s Supplementary Planning Policy/Development 
Guidelines on HMO (under which concentrations of HMO in Inverness City Centre and 
other localities of Highland are controlled and monitored), or for any other reason. 
 

3.9 
 

This was to ensure a joint approach to the licensing and planning of HMOs, as advocated 
in the Scottish Government Circular 2/2012 “Planning Control and Licensing”. 
 

4. HMO need and supply assessment 2017 
 

4.1 In accordance with the Committee’s decision in 2012 that the assessment of HMO need 
and supply in Highland would be reviewed on a five-yearly basis, Community Services 
have undertaken a review in 2017.  Their 2017 assessment is set out at Appendix 1 to 
this report. 
 

4.2 Members will note from Tables 1 and 2 in the 2017 assessment that there has been only 
a small increase in the number of HMO in Highland since the 2012 assessment was 
carried out.  The total number is currently 269, compared with 242 in 2012. 
 

4.3 As was the case in 2012, the 2017 assessment concludes that given current and future 
housing needs, there is expected to be a continuing and increasing need and demand for 
shared housing, such as that provided by HMO, across Highland, particularly in Inverness 
city. 
 

4.4 It is accordingly recommended that the Committee agree to maintain its current position 
that no application for an HMO licence will be refused on the ground of overprovision 
under section 131A of the 2006 Act, there being no evidential basis on which to refuse on 
this ground.  Again, this will be without prejudice to the Committee’s power to refuse an 
application on other relevant grounds, and should be subject to a further review in five 
years. 
 

5. Implications 
 

5.1 Not applicable. 
 

 Date:  September 2017 
 
Author: Susan Blease 
 
Appendix 1 – Community Services’ HMO need and supply assessment 2017 

 



APPENDIX 1 
The Highland Council: Community Services 
 
Need and Supply of Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO) in Highland: April 
2017 
 
1  Introduction 
 
1.1  The Highland Council developed Supplementary Planning Guidance for 

Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO) in 2002, to ensure mixed and balanced 
communities, support their provision in appropriate locations and prevent the 
creation of concentrations in particular areas. 
 

1.2 In bringing forward this approach to the determination of planning 
applications, the Council considered: 

 
 The number and capacity of licensed HMO in the localities of Highland; 
 The need for housing accommodation in those localities; and 
 The extent to which HMO accommodation is required to meet that 

need. 
 

1.4  This aims to ensure a coordinated approach to the licensing and planning of 
HMO which is as advocated by the Scottish Government. 
 

1.5  Since 2002 the Council has reviewed its Supplementary Planning Guidance 
for Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO), and also updated out Housing 
Need and Demand Assessment information relating to the provision of 
licensed HMO. 
 

2  The Nature & Extent of HMO in Highland 
 
2.1  A House in Multiple Occupation (HMO) is a house or a flat which is: 

 occupied by three or more persons from three or more families; and 
 occupied by them as their only or main residence and 
 either a house, premises or a group of premises owned by the same 

person with shared basic amenities. 
 

2.2  Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO) consist of a variety of property types 
including: shared flats and houses; bedsits; staff accommodation; boarding 
houses; hotels or bed and breakfasts with permanent residents; some 
supported accommodation. 

 
2.3  Research indicates that the demography of sharers at the national level 

consists of: young adults; single people on moderate incomes, including 
working adults; students, and those that are unemployed. 

 
2.4  HMO make up a small but significant part of Highland’s housing. There are 

currently 269 licenced HMO across Highland compared to 242 in 2002. 
 



2.5  Table 1 shows the number of HMO broken down by their ‘size’ (the maximum 
number of occupants their licence covers). The majority are small. Six out of 
10 HMO are licenced to provide housing for 3-5 people. 

 
Table 1 Number of Licenced HMO in Highland by Size (May 2017) 

Maximum number of occupants 
covered by HMO Licence 
 

Number of 
HMO 
 

3-5 153
6-10 78
11-20 24
21-30 9
31-50 2
51 -99 1
100+ 2
Total Number of HMO 269

 
 
2.6  The vast majority of HMO in Highland appear to be used to provide staff 

accommodation e.g. for hotels and hospitals. 
 
2.7  Table 2 shows the spread of HMO across Highland. The majority are in 

Inverness where three-quarters provide shared housing for 3-5 people. The 
role of HMO in providing staff accommodation can be seen in areas such as 
Badenoch & Strathspey where 2 HMO are licenced to house over 100 
occupants. 

 
Table 2 Number of Licenced HMO by Area & Size  

AREA 
3 to 
5 

6 to 
10 

11 to 
20 

21 to 
30 

31 to 
50 

51 to 
99 100+ 

Grand 
Total 

Badenoch And Strathspey  5 5 4 1 1   2 18
Caithness    1           1
Inverness  112 44 10 1 1     168
Lochaber  24 6 5 2       37
Nairn  1 2           3
Ross And Cromarty  5 10 3 3       21
Skye And Lochalsh  3 5 2 1   1   12
Sutherland  3 5   1       9
Grand Total 153 78 24 9 2 1 2 269

 
 
3 The Need for Housing 
 
3.1  Scottish Government Guidance defines ‘housing need’ as households who 

are lacking their own housing, or living in housing which is inadequate or 
unsuitable, and who are unlikely to be able to meet their needs in the housing 
market without some assistance. 

 
  



3.2  It defines affordable housing as: “Housing of a reasonable quality that is 
affordable to people on modest incomes. In some places the market provides 
some or all of the affordable housing needed, while in other places it will be 
necessary to make housing available at a cost below market value to meet an 
identified need.” 

 
3.3  In other words, if more housing can be provided at an affordable cost by the 

private sector, fewer houses will need to be provided, or assisted, via the 
public subsidy. 

 
3.4  The Councils most recent Housing Need and Demand Assessment (HNDA) 

assessed that, between 2015 and 2020, around 3,364 additional new below 
market rent houses would require to be provided to meet the need for housing 
because the market would be unlikely to meet those needs. This calculation 
takes into account factors such as the projected housing supply and housing 
costs (including the cost of renting privately). The vast majority of affordable 
housing (around 1,474 new affordable houses) is required in Inverness. 

 
3.5  The pressure on social rented housing specifically is demonstrated in Table 3. 

It shows the number of households applying through Highland Housing 
Register (HHR) for social rented housing compared to the houses which 
became available to let in the past year. It highlights the very significant 
pressures in Inverness where there are over 8 HHR applicants for every 
house let and where 36.5% of new social rented housing is needed.  

 
Table 3 – Housing Need (Highland Housing Need & Demand Assessment 2010) 
Housing 
Market Area 
 

No. of HHR 
Applicants 
at 31 March 
2017 
 

No. of social 
rented lets 
in 2016/7 
 

New 
Social 
rented 
houses 
required to 
meet need 
(2015-2020) 

Badenoch & Strathspey 498 85 156
Caithness 487 350 89
Inverness 3,003 354 1,096
Lochaber 686 152 193
Nairn 384 58 138
East Ross 576 230 238
Mid Ross 710 109 256
Wester Ross 168 59 75
Skye & Lochalsh 412 93 149
Sutherland 249 105 80
Highland 7,173 1,595 2,470

 
 
  



4  The role of HMO in meeting housing need 
 
4.1  Private rented housing is a vital part of the housing market. It is particularly 

important for low income households as it enables them to access housing 
without the need to join a lengthy waiting list for social rented housing. The 
majority of HMO are part of Highland’s private rented housing stock. 

 
4.2  It is widely recognised that as shared housing, HMO, are an important part of 

the supply of affordable housing. By providing lower cost housing, in some 
cases with the help of housing benefit, HMO can help to meet housing need 
and reduce the need for subsided affordable housing. 

 
4.3  Government Housing Needs Guidance recognises that there is a relationship 

between the ‘unaffordability’ of housing and the prevalence of shared housing 
such as HMO in an area. In other words, the more costly housing is in an 
area, the more likely it is that shared housing will be present. 

 
4.4  Given the high housing costs in many parts of Highland alongside the 

predominance of low income industries and a lack of affordable housing, 
shared housing such as that provided by HMO, plays an important role in 
providing housing which people can afford. As such it provides an essential 
housing tenure for, predominately, young and single people and those on low 
incomes. 

 
4.5  HMO also provide flexible accommodation for single persons, including 

students and incoming workers – particularly in areas of economic growth and 
high housing demand with associated high rents. 

 
4.6  The Scottish Government recognises that HMO provide a vital source of 

accommodation, and expect planning authorities to ensure that an adequate 
supply is available to meet demand. 

 
4.7  There is expected to be a continuing and increasing need and demand for 

HMO across Highland. The following factors contribute: 
 

 There is projected to be a continuing growth in one person households. 
One person households are less likely to be able to afford housing. 

 
 Continuing economic growth is expected in many areas of Highland. 

There is also a desire and commitment to support strong economic 
growth. An adequate supply of housing is required to support this e.g. 
for young professionals and incoming workers. 

 
 Worker accommodation will continue to be required to support tourism 

and other low income industries. 
 

 Many households in Highland are on low incomes and therefore are 
less likely to be able to afford more expensive housing options. 

 



 The projected chronic lack of social rented housing is expected to 
persist into the future. It will therefore not be possible for many people 
on low incomes to be provided with social rented housing. 
 

 Recent changes through the Welfare Reform programme are expected 
to increase the need for shared housing. This is because single people 
aged between 25 to 35 years, in common with those aged under 25, 
can now only access the housing benefit ‘shared room rate’. These 
households will be unlikely to continue to afford one bedroom 
properties and may instead look to shared accommodation as an 
affordable housing option. 

 
4.8  Need and demand for shared housing, such as that provided by HMO, is 

considered to be higher in Inverness compared to other areas of Highland. 
This is felt to be for a number of reasons in addition to those above, including 
that Inverness: 

 
 has a comparatively young population - almost a quarter of the 

population are aged between 15 and 35 compared to around a fifth in 
the rest of Highland; 

 is an economic growth area with high levels of migration from in-
coming workers; 

 has a significant student population; 
 has a shortage of housing resulting in high demand for private rented 

properties and associated high rents; and, 
 has a limited supply of small (e.g. 1 bedroomed) housing compared to 

larger, family sized housing. 
 
4.9  The expected growth of the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) will 

bring with it an increase in the numbers of students and graduates living in 
Inverness city. This will result in an increased need and demand for all types 
of private rented housing including shared housing. An adequate supply of 
housing is required to support the successful growth of the UHI. 

 
4.10  In addition there is a desire to further develop city centre living as part of the 

policy vision to regenerate and renew Inverness by bringing back, for 
example, empty properties into use as housing. 

 
Specialist HMO accommodation 
 
4.11  Of the 269 HMO in Highland, a small proportion (18 HMO) is currently 

contracted by the Council for use as temporary homeless accommodation. A 
further 8 HMO are currently used on a spot-purchase basis if required. 

 
4.12  Three of the 18 contracted HMO (and one more which is used if required) are 

located in Inverness city centre. In order to provide good quality and well 
managed accommodation, these HMO require to meet set additional 
standards. Council Officers provide an additional property management 
service. The Council’s Temporary Accommodation Management Officers to  
 



help manage any issues and provide support. Residents may also have 
housing support arrangements in place or are able to access housing support 
if required. 

 
4.13  The majority of Highland’s temporary homeless accommodation is not 

provided by HMO but are self-contained housing e.g. houses and flats. 330 
self-contained properties are either owned by or leased to the Council for use 
as temporary accommodation. However, the limited supply of self-contained 
housing in areas of high demand has resulted in a need to use shared 
housing. As a result of market pressures and the lack of housing, the 
accommodation offered to the Council to provide temporary accommodation 
is limited. 
 

4.14  Whilst the Council’s homeless prevention activities are reducing the number 
of homeless households who legally require to be accommodated in 
temporary accommodation, some need is expected to continue. HMO as 
Supported Accommodation. 

 
4.15  HMO also provide supported accommodation for those with community care 

needs. These can be both large and small scale: e.g. shared housing for 
households with learning disabilities; young people for whom the Council has 
a corporate parenting responsibility; bedsits for households receiving support 
related to their substance misuse and/ or mental health issues. This 
accommodation enables support costs to be shared, thus making the housing 
and services more affordable and cost effective. 

 
4.16  For example, Highland Homeless Trust provides housing with support through 

4 HMO for households who would otherwise be unlikely to sustain a tenancy 
on their own at this time. 

 
4.17  From time to time the Council works with charitable organisations to facilitate 

the provision of quality shared housing with support for those with community 
care needs. It is expected that the Council will continue to support such 
projects if new opportunities become available. 

 
5  Conclusions 
 
5.1  Government guidance and best practice recommends that housing related 

policies should seek to ensure a good balance of housing to support the 
sustainability of communities and meet a variety of housing needs. In 
considering policies which will restrict or constrain the development of new 
HMO in particular localities, it is suggested that the following are considered. 

 
5.2  HMO come in a variety of sizes and types and meet a variety of needs. They 

make up a small but important part of Highland’s housing stock particularly in 
Inverness city. 

 
5.3  Shared housing, such as that provided through HMO, can make housing 

affordable for those on low incomes. 
 



5.4  There is a need to aim for a good balance of housing to support communities 
which function well. Large concentrations of HMO, along with other properties 
at the bottom end of the housing market, in a specific neighbourhood are 
more likely to cause problems. Larger HMO (i.e. the number of households 
accommodated) may be expected to have a larger impact on local 
communities than smaller HMO. 

 
5.5  Restricting HMO in one area is likely to impact on housing in other localities 

e.g. on the use and supply of family sized housing in neighbouring residential 
areas. 

 
5.6  Misperceptions can result in all HMO, regardless of size and scale, attracting 

local objections. The majority of HMO do not currently attract objections from 
the local community. 

 
5.7  Ensuring a good spread of shared accommodation across areas where it is 

needed, requires there to be a good understanding of what HMO are and the 
role that shared housing plays in helping to meet housing needs, reduce 
pressure on social rented housing and help economic growth. 

 
5.8  An inadequate supply of private housing which people can afford will lead to 

increased housing problems such as rising housing costs and homelessness. 
 
5.9  Given the social, economic and demographic context, current and future 

housing needs, there is expected to be a continuing and increasing need and 
demand for shared housing, such as that provided by HMO, across Highland 
particularly in Inverness city. 

 


