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Waite
This week we investigate a unique business:

Clip
It's the one industry where you do not have to be nice to the customer, in fact it pays to make the customer unhappy.

Waite
And in some cases you can add to unhappy - terrified and powerless.

Clips
It was just the start of a living nightmare.

You had a video camera with you all the time because you was frightened of what was going to happen.  We had a Dictaphone in a pocket in case they had a go at you - you had evidence.

Sheer terror.  And when I seen that blaze I thought oh dear, what am I going to do?

Waite
It's an industry where the main trade bodies are asking for more government regulation not less.

Clip
We have lobbied for it for a number of years.

Waite
And yet after almost a decade of consultation and ineffective legislation in parliament out in the real world the 200,000 or so people directly affected by this industry are as vulnerable to intimidation and exploitation as ever.

Clip
The wheels of government grind very slowly.  We've been thrown the bone, as it were, to say that the government has accepted this point in principle, so I don't know why there's a delay, there's absolutely no reason why there should be a delay.

Waite
This week on Face the Facts we return to the subject of mobile home parks.  We've highlighted the plight of all too many who live on them before but 10 years of tinkering with legislation has done little to help them.  They remain people who own their own homes but who enjoy few of the benefits and rights which the rest of the UK's 26 million homeowners take for granted.  They need permission to sell their homes and if they get that permission they must then give 10% of the sale price to the park owner.  They can be instructed to replace their homes.  And should they have an unscrupulous site owner they are virtually at his mercy.  So Conservative MP Ed Vaizey is campaigning for the law to be properly toughened up once and for all.

Vaizey
It's hugely dismaying and it takes you back to notorious landlord cases of the '80s and the '70s and the '60s where the same kind of people were doing the same kind of things to their tenants and that resulted in significant changes in the law and it resulted in crack downs and I think the same thing needs to happen here.  Mobile home owners are the forgotten tenants when it comes to housing law and action.

Waite
In some cases private landlords face a rigorous check by their local authority to establish they are a fit and proper person to be responsible for renting out property.  Yet an identical proposal for the owners of mobile home parks, to face a similar test, still lies unimplemented by the government, despite the fact that it has passed seven new housing acts since the recommendation was first proposed in 2000 and actually neglected to include it in a reform of legislation governing mobile homes only three years ago.  An oversight which means many people in mobile homes feel they have no rights.

Lord Graham of Edmonton
The sad fact is that many people who live on park homes are elderly, they are disabled and they're frail and therefore the industry is there to be abused - defenceless people are being preyed upon by unscrupulous site owners. 

Waite
That's Lord Graham of Edmonton who has done more than anyone to try to get better protection for residents on mobile home parks.  He persuaded the government to set up a working party which included representatives of the industry and residents, along with civil servants.

Lord Graham of Edmonton
The idea was that there should be legislation, we wanted to provide stronger protection for unfortunate people.

Waite
After months of deliberation the group produced a report in July 2000 which came up with more than 30 recommendations.  But for Lord Graham the most important was that every mobile home site owner should have to pass a fit and proper person test.

Lord Graham of Edmonton
It seems to us to be very easy for people who were potentially villains to be able to buy a park home and then run riot over the rights of individuals.

Waite
And what did you envisage being the kind of tests that would show whether someone was fit and proper?

Lord Graham of Edmonton
Well county court judgements, he would need to, as it were, give references, someone who has been found guilty, perhaps in the courts, gone to prison, they in our view would not be a fit and proper person.

Waite
Less than a year after that working party report published its proposals the ownership of Ladycroft Park in Blewbury in Oxfordshire changed.  Life for the residents on the 60 home site also changed - dramatically.  Twenty five of them ended up taking the new owner to court to stop repeated harassment and intimidation.  Sheila Austin had 12 happy and trouble free years at Ladycroft until that new owner arrived.

Austin
It was lovely, it was a beautiful park, lovely homes, great community, great community spirit, couldn't have asked more - ideal park home living as it should be.  

Waite
The new owner was Mr Maurice Sines, a Rolls Royce driving scion of a family that owned mobile home sites.  He bought his first site in 1997 and on buying Ladycroft in 2001 he decided things were going to change.

Austin
As soon as Mr Sines bought Ladycroft Park he put a letter through the door of all the residents telling us that we were not to sell our homes or do any repairs to our homes until we seeked [sic] his permission.

Waite
Mr Sines was exercising the legal right of mobile home park owners to decide who may and may not live on their sites because site owners have the right to vet new buyers and to block them.  A young family, say, might be disruptive to a quiet site where the residents are mostly elderly.  But unscrupulous owners can abuse this right by rejecting all new purchasers, they can then force people, desperate to leave, to sell their vans back to them at a knock down price.  Between 2001 and 2005 residents at Ladycroft did indeed become desperate to leave, after receiving those letters and then facing threats for protesting about them.

Austin
Many people tried to sell their homes on Ladycroft Park.  He blocked them continually by threatening the people who wanted to buy the homes, saying that the homes would be dragged around the park and would be broken up in that process.  Threatening, shouting abuse at people, telling you that he would destroy your home, he would torch your home.  It was absolutely horrendous.

Waite
While Sheila Austin and 24 fellow residents were preparing a county court civil action against Mr Sines, 30 others, around half the site's population, just packed up and left.  In doing so some sold their vans to Mr Sines for as little as £10,000, when one at least had been valued by a local estate agent at around £50,000.  Mr Sines duly demolished many of the now vacant vans and replaced them with brand new homes.  This is another source of income for a mobile home park owner - he can buy a new home for £60,000 but once in place can sell it on for £160,000.  Meanwhile, in Parliament at the time, the government was in the process of drawing up a new housing act and Lord Graham pressed again for it to include better legal protection for the owners of mobile homes.

Lord Graham of Edmonton
The site owner, he had the right to refuse an occupier to sell their home without giving a reason.  So what it said was that a person has the right to sell their home and if within 28 days there's no objection then that becomes valid and if the site owner wants to refuse it he's got to go to court to get it.  That was a very big protection.

Waite
Scotland got its own version of the housing act in 2006 yet Northern Ireland still relies on laws drawn up 45 years ago.  In England and Wales the act meant that site owners lost the right to throw a home off a site simply because the owner anticipated that it would be "detrimental to the site" in five years time.  The definition of harassment was ordered to make it easier for residents to bring a case.  But there was no mention of that fit and proper person test, which Lord Graham believes is the key to weeding out the rogues.

Lord Graham of Edmonton
Sadly, looking after the interests of mobile home owners did not figure very high up the agenda of the people and the departments that did it.  We are a sizeable segment of the housing and a number of them are very satisfactorily run but increasingly we're coming across people who are literally taking their residents for a ride.

Waite
Even the new legislative refinements came too late to help Sheila Austin and her fellow residents living on Ladycroft Park in Oxfordshire.  They had persisted with their civil action against site owner Maurice Sines with support from people living in the nearby village of Blewbury who clubbed together to raise the money to fund the action and even ran a silent witness group which went to the site to act as witnesses whenever residents reported trouble.  The case was finally settled out of court in October 2005 with Mr Sines ordered to pay a total of £75,000 in damages to the residents, he also agreed:

Order
Not to threaten, abuse or harass residents, members of their families or visitors or prospective purchasers.

Austin
We had to raise £65,000 for our court case.  It took an incredible amount of courage from all the residents on Ladycroft Park because the people that we're dealing with are frightening.  And for our residents to stand up in the witness box in front of Mr Sines was incredibly brave.

Waite
Following the court case Mr Sines sold the site because he had too much harassment and abuse from the residents he says.  However, and he had plenty more where that came from, in November 2004, for example, he and business partners - Colin Crickmore and his son James - had taken over the lease of Hardwick Bridge in Kings Lynn in Norfolk.

Jackie
There used to  be 72 families live here quite happily, quite peacefully, no trouble or anything and now everyone of us has had to go.

Waite
That's Jackie who lived on the Kings Lynn site, not her real name, as she's too frightened.  One of the new owners, Colin Crickmore, offered her £500 for a home she'd just spent £2,500 renovating.  He threatened to tow away the home if she didn't agree.  After she brought in a solicitor they did reach a settlement, which she doesn't want us to reveal but she says the price was still well below the true market value.  But she was simply glad to leave because, as we heard in our original investigation two years ago, she and the other residents had endured a sustained campaign of intimidation.  

Jackie
They just didn't want us and of course they couldn't earn any money out of us.  If they got rid of us and had new pitches and new vans all the way round they're winning.  The intimidation just got worse and worse with them banging on the doors early hours of the morning or the side of the van saying you've got to get out and just hook your van up and pull it round the site until it just falls to bits.  You had a video camera with you all the time because you was frightened of what was going to happen.  We had a Dictaphone in the pocket in case they had a go at you, you had evidence.  It was just unbelievable.

Waite
After their mass exodus most of the 70 odd Hardwick Bridge residents had to be rehoused by the local council.  While the site is now populated by brand new mobile homes, currently on sale for between £90 and £125,000.

Two hundred miles away from Kings Lynn, near Bristol, Avonsmere Park is another of Mr Sines' sites where around 200 mobile homes sit in something of a green oasis on the outskirts of the city.  He bought it in 2006, the year, in fact, when the government finally did find parliamentary time to strengthen the law for mobile home owners, amending the Mobile Home Act, although the changes have still to be implemented in Scotland.  Once again though there was no sign of that all important fit and proper person requirement.  At his park in Avonsmere, in another flouting of the law, Mr Sines had sent forms to local estate agents which prospective buyers must sign agreeing to pay an increase, in some cases double, in so called pitch fees - the equivalent to ground rent for bricks and mortar leasehold properties.  Provisions in the 1983 Mobile Homes Act expressly forbids site owners from raising pitch fees when homes change hands, they are only allowed to change fees annually and in line with inflation.

Advert for Park
Medina Park is an idyllic retirement home site on the Isle of Wight.  It's picturesquely situated on the east bank of the river Medina about two miles from East Cowes and contains 158 fully residential park homes.  Medina Park is a very friendly place to live in your retirement years.

An extract from the marketing publicity of Leisure Parks Real Estate Limited, which is jointly owned by Maurice Sines and his son Fred and Colin Crickmore and his son James.  They bought the site in 2007.  And surprise, surprise changes swiftly followed, not least to the community's traditional grassy meeting place.  Margaret Kirkman is secretary of the site residents association.

Kirkman
We did have the most beautiful green area with mature trees, a bench and a pergola.  There were summer parties, hog roasts - all sorts of things.

Waite
So you looked on this like the village green?

Kirkman
Absolutely yes.  And it was just absolutely beautiful to look at and to enjoy.

Waite
Well now describe how the scene has changed.

Kirkman
There are now six large double homes on it, they have completely obliterated the green, there is nowhere for all the residents on that area of the park to enjoy or to even look at.  It has devalued the existing homes and I would suggest the new homes quite considerably.

Waite
But you do have a green area now, that he's designated you should use, do you want to show it to me?

Kirkman
Yes of course, there are two green areas that have been designated.  One of them is densely treed with standing water, the other is adjacent to the sewage plant which is emptied regularly by outside contractors and which usually in the hot weather smells.

Waite
But it doesn't end there.  One resident, who put his two-bedroom home up for sale in September 2007 told us he was only allowed to sell it when the purchaser agreed to pay a 40% increase in the monthly pitch fee - demands, remember, that are against the law.  Another resident found her sale was blocked completely.  Messrs Sines and Crickmore have stopped three buyers for her van by saying it was in poor repair, although a surveyor's report that we've seen contradicts that.  Ian Monroe is the residents' solicitor.

Monroe
The site owner told the prospective purchaser that the mobile home was in bad condition, that they shouldn't buy it, it wasn't worth the money that was being paid.

Waite
But you're satisfied the site owner was deliberately trying to obstruct that sale by putting off prospective buyers?

Monroe
I obviously was not party to the conversation between the purchaser and the site owner but this particular client wants to move, I had somebody that was willing and wanting to buy the property but has clearly been put off purchasing the property by an unnecessary and unreasonable intervention.

Waite
In making this programme we've also spoken to two residents on a mobile home site in Kent - Woodlands Park - again owned by the Sines and Crickmores - senior and junior - who say their sales were blocked because their homes were not suitable.  When Mr Sines and Mr Crickmore came into the studio they flatly denied that they had ever blocked sales.  And as for paying a relative pittance to residents for their homes, that was to do with depreciation.  Mr Sines comparing it to the £70,000 he lost recently on his old Rolls Royce in replacing it with a new one.  Nor, the two said, had they harassed or intimidated anyone into leaving their parks and added Mr Sines in particular those 30 people who, after he took after, moved off the Ladycroft site in Oxfordshire, while the remaining residents fought him in court.

Sines
There were people who were very elderly, people who'd lived there for 30 or 40 years.

Waite
That was more reason to stay - it was their home.

Sines
Well not really because when people get to that age they'd be housed because you know they either die or they've got no one to look after them, they go into care.

Waite
But why did they - 30 people - that's nearly half the park - all move after you arrived - they say because they were so harassed and intimidated and frightened they had to?

Sines
That's not correct.  They didn't have to leave.  People were showing, people were moving on, people had been homed and we bought them back and rented them out.

Waite
Your actions on Ladycroft Park resulted in a successful claim against you.

Sines
That's not correct.

Waite
If it's not correct - I mean I've got a copy of the order here - why did you sign an undertaking that you were not going to subject people living on that site to harassment in the future?  Here it is Oxford County Court.

Sines
Well that's what they suggested, that's not a problem, I'm not harassing anybody anywhere so I can agree to it.  We paid £3,000 per person for living in a building site and that's what they were awarded and that's what I paid and the people rightly so deserve it.

Waite
It says here you undertake not to threaten, not to abuse, not to harass residents, members of their families or visitors.

Sines
That's correct.

Waite
And not to interfere with the marketing and sale of their home.

Sines
That's correct.  I've got no wish to stop people selling their homes.

Waite
So why did you promise then not to interfere with the marketing and sale of their homes?

Sines
Because this is what the judge said.

Waite
He said it because you'd been doing it.

Sines
If we'd been doing it and we'd been doing all these things that you're saying why didn't we be prosecuted by the police and the council?

Waite
Wasn't your real incentive, Mr Sines, to get the older homes off so you could replace them with new ones, thereby making huge profits for yourself?

Sines
Well business is about profits, isn't it, but it wasn't about profits for myself or getting these homes off.  When they couldn't sell them they came to me and asked me what I'd give.

Waite
Well let's move on to Hardwick Bridge Park in Kings Lynn, 72 homes were cleared from that site and people who lived there said that when you and Mr Crickmore here took over there were people banging on their doors, knocking down their fences and threatening that their mobile homes would be pulled all around the site.  Mr Crickmore would you like to comment on that?

Crickmore
The homes that we knocked down and pulled around the site were homes that we owned.

Waite
You were threatening though to pull other people's homes around the site, so it's alleged.

Crickmore
Was we prosecuted?

Waite
What were these men doing at Hardwick Bridge wielding bats and wearing balaclavas and behaving in an intimidatory way - what was all that about?

Crickmore
It was very cold...

Waite
Oh Mr Crickmore.

Crickmore
Workmen wear things like that and all we was doing is cleaning up our own homes by knocking them down.

Waite
Why were they shouting at residents?

Crickmore
Because I suppose residents was intimidating - the guy come down there and threaten - threaten to rip one of my guys throats out and my guy had to go home scared, he was sick the way he was spoke to.  If you go to look at the park now, Kings Lynn Council in actually Kings Lynn itself has give us great raptures of what we've done.  And a lot went into to sheltered accommodation, the council actually housed a lot of people.

Waite
Well they probably would have to house them because they were homeless.  Seventy two people - 72 homes - were cleared.

Crickmore
Some people paid four or five thousand for their mobile homes and we pay them up to £35-£40,000 for them.  They made a huge profit.

Waite
Some of them did, didn't you also pay a pittance to some of the others?

Crickmore
Some of them - some of - the homes were detrimental to the park, they wouldn't pass a survey, they wouldn't move from A to B.  There was drug dealers living on this park, there was prostitution on this park.

Waite
So you were doing society a service were you by clearing them all out?

Crickmore
I think - I think we was.

Waite
So if we can move on from sales then.  I mean we're told that if you can't block sales completely then you insist in a rise in the pitch fee when a home is sold and that is against the law Mr Sines.

Sines
I agree with you, that is against the law.

Waite
So why did you do it?

Sines
No.

Waite
The one sale on Medina Park that we heard about, on the Isle of Wight, was only allowed to go ahead, we're told, on that basis - that the pitch fee would be raised.

Sines
No - no because what we said we was going to do, we would buy the park home and then resale it to the people who wanted to buy it.  So we can charge the rent that we want to charge as long as they said that's not a problem.

Crickmore
That's legally then - we can charge what rent we like.

Sines
That's legal.

Waite
And are you telling estate agents that this is the only basis for allowing sales to go ahead?

Crickmore
Well no I think a sale - I think a sale went ahead last well yesterday.

Waite
But have you been telling estate agents that sales will not go ahead unless the pitch fee is raised?

Crickmore
No, do you have - do you have evidence that we have been doing that?

Waite
Well we have a form here from some estate agents.  It says here on this copy of the contract we've got - estate agents have been sent this form, they have to get purchasers to sign it to show that the pitch fee must increase to £135.  That's a flagrant abuse isn't it?

Sines
It's not abuse.  We want to buy the mobile homes for the asking price and then we resale them on.  So if there's 10 homes for sale or 20 homes for sale or 50 homes for sale we will buy them.

Waite
And how will you do that Mr Sines?

Sines
Through the company.

Waite
Or through intimidation .... blocking sales?

Sines
No, no, no the only intimidation I get, I get from the residents association on that park, I don't go there, I've only ever been three or four times and I've been abused.  So I don't go there anymore.

Waite
Can you not understand why?

Sines
No because it's a load of lies and false allegations, that's why we're here today.  So all these people still live there, why are they paying us rent, we're such bad people they're still living there and paying us rent?

Crickmore
They're still paying us great compliments, telling us what a great job we've done to the park and what ...

Sines
On a daily basis.

Waite
As for their Medina Park on the Isle of Wight the two captains of the caravan industry told us they've spent over £100,000 on new roads there since they took over.  But of course Mr Sines and Mr Crickmore aren't the only site owners who've been accused of using heavy handed methods.  Indeed some owners have been found guilty in court of serious offences.  For instance, brothers Simey and John Doherty, the two owners of the Glen Mobile Home Park in Worcester, have been sentenced between them to a total of 23 years in prison after organising a series of arson attacks there, designed to terrorise the elderly residents and get them off the site.

Resident
When I seen that blaze I thought oh dear.  I opened the door, you know, well I fell down the steps because I thought it's going up in a minute.  You could feel the heat, you know, and of course I was thinking if they put anything under mine I ain't got a chance, you know, and it was absolutely dreadful.

Waite
Some indeed were so terrified that they sold their homes to the owners for as little as a pound.

Resident
I wish I'd had the strength to stand up to him more.  I said I don't want a pound and he said well I'm going to give it to you.  Put it on the lottery.

Waite
But I mean really you'd lost everything really hadn't you, in agreeing to that, but you felt you couldn't do anything else?

Resident
Well what can you do.  I mean he wasn't going to give up, he owned the place - the site, the land.  And I felt utterly hopeless.  And I felt thoroughly ill because of not sleeping for weeks.  But anyway that's what I did and that's - it's done now.

Colquhoun
Many of those residents have not moved back.

Waite
Inspector Mark Colquhoun from West Mercier Police led the investigation.

Colquhoun
Many have been financially ruined.  Many have suffered mental and physical health problems which continue to this day.  And there has been irreparable damage to those individuals and to the genuinely happy and contented community that once existed here.

Waite
And 40 miles east of Wolverhampton in Leicestershire the owners of nine mobile home parks, brothers Nevada and Sydney Smith and their mother Sally Smith, have just been convicted of money laundering.  Because of such serious offences West Mercier Police is issuing guidance to other forces on how to deal with rogue site owners.  But of course the police can only work within current legislation.  We wanted to discuss that but were told no minister would be available.  However, during a Commons debate in March the government itself admitted, in the form of then junior housing minister Ian Wright, that the current system isn't working.

Wright in Parliament
The local authority cannot even require minimum management standards to be applied under the licensing grounds.  Now as we've heard tonight, Mr Deputy Speaker, that is not reasonable.  And therefore I want to consult on introducing a licensing regime which requires managers of park homes and some other caravan sites to be suitable person and have the relevant competencies to manage this type of accommodation.  I want that consultation to seek views on giving local authorities the right tools to be able to enforce their licensing requirements.

Waite
So, as we've been hearing, nearly a decade after a fit and proper person test was first proposed a new law enshrining it could still be years away.  And MP Ed Vaizey said that in the meantime canny criminals will continue to prey on those whose lack of rights makes them sitting targets.

Vaizey
If you take a step back and think about it the criminal community, organised crime, is actually made up of relatively sophisticated and intelligent people and the reason they invest in mobile home parks is because they know that the balance of the law is on their side and therefore they are able to exploit that opportunity.  And I think when you look at it that way you realise that the balance has to be redressed and people who live in mobile homes need to be given much greater rights.


