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1. Report purpose

This briefing report sets out details of South Holland District Council’s approach to returning long term 
empty homes to use. It sets out the background to why the council is involved in this work, the activity 
that it undertakes to return dwellings to use, and the progress made in accordance with the South 
Holland Empty Homes Strategy 2014-16. 

2. Why does the council seek to return empty homes back into use?

The overarching aims of the council in addressing the issue of empty homes are as follows: 

 To improve the supply of good quality housing in the district, including affordable housing that 
can meet the needs of local residents

 To improve the condition of the housing stock in the district
 To maximise council income through the New Homes Bonus scheme
 To improve the neighbourhood amenity and address issues such as vandalism and anti-social 

behaviour

Returning empty properties to use has a key role to play in ensuring the supply of good quality 
accommodation in the district. The authority commenced taking proactive work on the number of 
empty homes in the district around September 2013. At that time, there were a total of 417 empty 
homes in the district; a figure 60% higher than the total number of new build homes built during that 
financial year. 

Investment in vacant housing stock also assists in improving housing standards within the private 
housing stock, as well as improving neighbourhood amenity. 

Furthermore, returning empty residential properties to use is also recognised by the government’s 
New Homes Bonus scheme. A net reduction in the number of empty dwellings in the district brings 
with it an award of New Homes Bonus, and conversely a net increase in the number of empty 
properties reduces the amount of New Homes Bonus payable to the council for new dwellings built.

3. Empty Homes and the New Homes Bonus scheme

The New Homs Bonus scheme is a government scheme designed to reward local authorities who 
proactively seek to increase the supply of housing within their districts. 

In addition to receiving New Homes Bonus when an authority experiences growth in the number of 
new homes, authorities also receive New Homes Bonus when they reduce the net number of empty 
homes within their district. 

New Homes Bonus payments are calculated on the basis of the net additions to the housing stock 
(i.e. the number of additional dwellings built), added or subtracted from the change in the total number 
of empty dwellings within the district. 

Net additions to the housing stock +/- 
Net change in the number of empty properties in the district =

Total units for reward

For each ‘unit for reward’, the authority receives New Homes Bonus to the equivalent of six years of 
council tax receipts for a Band D property. The total value of one ‘unit for reward’ is £8,600, of which 
approximately £7,000 is paid to South Holland District Council. 

4. Illustrative examples of the value of empty homes work

Below are some examples setting out both the value associated with taking a proactive stance around 
empty homes work for the purposes of maximising income through New Homes Bonus.  
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Example One 

200 homes are built in South Holland during 2015/16. The number of empty homes recorded remains 
exactly the same compared with the previous year. 

Net increase in new homes =200
Net increase/decrease in empty properties = 0
Total units for reward = 200

Outcome: The authority gains 200 ‘units of reward’ for NHB

Example Two

200 homes are built in South Holland during 2015/16. The net number of empty homes decreases by 
50 dwellings compared with the previous year. (i.e. there are less empty homes than compared with 
the same time in the previous year)

Net increase in new homes = 200
Net increase/decrease in empty properties = 50
Total units for reward = 250 (200 new additions + 50 empty homes returned to use)

Outcome: The authority gains 250 ‘units of reward’ for NHB, 50 of which come from reducing the 
number of empty homes 

Example Three 

200 homes are built in South Holland during 2015/16. The net number of empty homes increases by 
50 dwellings compared with the previous year (i.e. there are more empty homes than compared with 
the same time in the previous year)

Net increase in new homes = 200
Net increase/decrease in empty properties = minus 50
Total units for reward = 150 (200 new additions minus 50 empty homes)

Outcome: As the number of empty homes has increased by 50, the NHB for 50 of the 200 new 
homes built is lost. 

5. What action does the council take to return empty homes back into use?

Residential property can become and remain empty for long periods for a variety of reasons. Some 
owners have a strong desire to return their dwelling to use, but are unable to realise this ambition due 
to a lack of finance, a need for advice, or issues in obtaining a buyer. Others do not have any 
intention of returning their dwelling to use, often for a range of complex reasons such as: 

 The owner has a strong emotional attachment to the dwelling, and for that reason can neither 
address the issue nor bring themselves to dispose of it

 The owner is experiencing health issues, and therefore finds it easier to ignore the issue than 
to deal with it

 The dwelling forms part of a complex arrangement relating to the owners tax liability

In the vast majority of cases, the council’s role in returning empty dwellings to use is work proactively 
and collaboratively with owners to help overcome the barriers to reuse. The council seeks to do this in 
the following ways: 

 Regular communication. The authority has established a system whereby it makes regular 
contact with owners of empty dwellings in order to establish the progress being made to 
return the dwelling to use. The response of the owner to this communication often determines 
the approach that the authority takes to return the dwelling to use. 
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 Property Matching Service: This is an initiative whereby the council holds and maintains a 
list of local property investors, alongside a list of empty home owners who are seeking to sell. 
In order to help return the dwelling to use, the authority will seek to match a seller to a 
potential buyer. 

 Empty Homes Advice Scheme: This is an advice service offered by the several teams 
across the council to owners of empty dwellings to assist them in the process of returning 
their property to use. The team provides a range of advice, specifically on the following: 

o Planning advice, such as listed building matters, removal of agricultural clauses, and 
demolition and redevelopment. 

o Renovation advice, including advice on project management and drafting schemes of 
work

o Housing management advice for those who wish to let-out their empty property to 
tenants

 Discounts. The council has negotiated discounted building materials costs for owners of 
empty homes, along with discounted letting and selling agent fees, for those who are working 
with the authority to return their dwelling back into use.

Conversely, in a small number of cases the authority will find itself working against the owner, seeking 
to convince the owner of the benefits of returning their dwelling back into use. Whereas the council 
has adopted an approach where it will first focus its efforts on supporting, advising and guiding empty 
property owners, it is necessary as part of any holistic approach for the authority to utilise 
enforcement powers should the need arise.

The enforcement powers available to the authority include the following: 

 Compulsory Purchase Orders. A CPO enables a public body to obtain land or property 
without the consent of the owner. They are a common tool for addressing long term empty 
dwellings. Where these powers are utilised to return vacant property to use, it is common for 
an authority to undertake a CPO whilst having a buyer for the dwelling in place. 

 Enforced Sale. The authority can force an owner to sell their dwelling by placing a land 
charge on a property, usually following the completion of works on the dwelling in default (e.g. 
addressing serious structural issues that pose a risk, improving the visual amenity of the 
dwelling etc…). The owner is given the opportunity to repay the debt prior to the sale. If the 
monies are not paid within a specified period of time the local authority can effectively act as a 
mortgagee and bring the property to sale on the open market at an auction or to a preferred 
buyer. All charges would be cleared from the proceeds of the sale, allowing the council to 
recover the cost of the works previously carried out and the remainder would be paid to the 
owner.

 Empty Dwelling Management Order. EDMOs allow a local authority to take over the 
management of an empty dwelling for a period of up to seven years. The authority then uses 
this period of time to bring the property up to a decent standard, using rental income from the 
dwelling to recuperate renovation costs. In order to obtain an EDMO, the authority must make 
a case to the Residential Property Tribunal, linking the use of the EDMO to wider issues 
caused by the dwelling within its immediate vicinity (e.g. Anti-Social Behaviour). For this 
reason their use is rare, but they remain a tool available at the hands of the local authority. 

6. What does the South Holland Empty Homes Strategy 2014-16 say?

The strategy sets out our general approach to returning empty homes to use. It is structured along the 
lines of four ‘priorities for action’, those being: 

 The understand the extent of empty homes in the district, including their location and reason 
for being vacant

 To raise awareness of empty dwellings in the district, and develop partnerships that can 
assist the authority in addressing the issues

 Develop a range of options, incentives and measures designed to assist, encourage and 
where necessary compel owners to return their property back to use

 Ensuring adequate resources to undertake empty homes work, and develop a systematic 
approach to dealing with empty homes in the future
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The document makes a commitment to seek to return 75 dwelling back into use per annum for the 
lifespan of the strategy. The document contains an appendix entitled the Empty Homes Target 
Delivery Plan, which sets out in broad terms how existing resource levels will be allocated to help 
achieve this aim. 

7. The progress made against actions

Below is a summary of the progress made against the actions within the strategy

Planned Action Action 
Status

Comments 

To undertake an annual data cleanse of council 
tax records. This is in order to ensure that 
properties listed on council tax records as empty 
are indeed vacant, and not occupied.

GREEN
This is completed with support from 
CPBS.

To undertake a rolling programme of postal 
surveys to owners of properties which have been 
empty for greater than six months. This is in order 
to establish the reasons for the property 
becoming vacant, the reasons why it remains 
empty, and the barriers to bringing the dwelling 
back into use.

GREEN
The programme is established and in 
operation. 

Establish a Long Term Empty Homes Task 
Group, consisting of teams across the authority 
with both an interest in addressing the problems 
associated with individual long term empty 
homes, along with teams who hold statutory 
powers that may assist the authority in achieving 
its desired aims.

GREEN
This group is established and meets 
to discuss cross-departmental 
approaches to address individual 
long-term empty homes

To engage key organisations in the council’s 
empty homes work. To ensure that an ongoing 
dialogue takes place between the council and 
partner agencies to ensure that all opportunities 
to draw upon the resources, skills and expertise 
of other organisations is explored.

AMBER
SHDC has engaged with private 
landlords, agents and investors for 
joint work around empty homes. Work 
still needs to be undertaken to involve 
and engage the police, parish 
councils and fire and rescue services. 

Establish a dedicated ‘Advice and Assistance on 
Empty Homes’ space on SHDC’s webpage, along 
with a mechanism to allow member of the public 
to report details of empty homes directly to the 
authority. To look to use social media and other 
outlets to publicise the authority’s work in this 
area.

AMBER
The space on the website is yet to be 
developed (pending a wider review of 
SHDC’s website). Social media has 
been used extensively to promote our 
work around empty homes. 

Establish a ‘South Holland Empty Homes Advice 
Scheme’ for use by owners of empty dwellings. GREEN

The advice scheme has been 
established, led by the authority’s 
Private Sector Housing team in 
conjunction with Building Control, 
Planning and the wider Housing team. 

Develop access to public and privately-led Empty 
Homes ‘lease and repair’ schemes AMBER

The authority is working with a 
number of housing associations to 
facilitate access to ‘lease and repair 
schemes’. South Holland was a 
partner of the government-backed 
national Empty Homes Loan Scheme, 
but that scheme folded in October 
2014. 

Establish an Empty Homes Property Matching 
Service GREEN

The Empty Homes Property Matching 
Scheme is now established, with 37 
property investors as part of the 
scheme. 
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Where it is considered appropriate to do so, and 
on a case-by-case basis, the council will utilise 
enforcement powers to bring about the re-use of 
long term vacant dwellings.

GREEN
The authority is presently initiating 
enforcement action for a small 
number of properties where 
prolonged attempts to support owners 
to return their dwellings to use have 
failed. 

Increase officer resource by 0.6FTE, thus 
providing the authority with a full time officer 
resource with which to address empty homes and 
delivery the Empty Homes Strategy.  

GREEN
Completed in April 2014

Produce an Empty Homes Delivery Plan that sets 
out how officer resources will be allocated in 
order to achieve the council’s empty homes 
target.

GREEN
Completed 

8. Performance

The following statistics relate to the number of empty homes returned to use following intervention by 
the council. 

 April 2014 – April 2015: 73 empty properties returned to use
 April 2015 – July 2015: 29 empty properties returned to use. 


