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Problem Properties? Why 

homes are left empty 

 

 

In a high demand area for housing 

such as

 the London Borough of   

Ha

m

mersmith and Fulham, where 

housing prices are the fourth highest 

in the country, why are there so many 

empty homes? The Joseph R

owntree 

Foundation financed a survey to     

e

x

amine why there were 845 private 

homes that had been empty for more 

than one year. And we wanted to    

assess whether owners wan

ted help 

to bring their ‘problem properties’ 

back into use, and with whom they 

would prefer to work.

 

 

Why in such an area of hig

h demand 

were owners turning down extra      

income, which could be realised by 

using their property? After all, this 

bo

r

ough has the fourth highest rents 

in the country. Was it that simply    

having a property, albeit empty, was 

still a sounder inv

estment than        

investing in the stock exchange or a 

building society, and with the potential 

returns from the rising house 

prices 

no action was deemed necessary by 

the owner?  

 

 

Our study focused on Hammersmith 

and Fulham, which had already 

brought 67

5 empty homes back into 

use in 6 years through its empty  

pro

p

erty strategy. In this time the    

a

u

thority has seen the numbers of 

properties empty for more than a year 

decrease from just over 1800 in 1997 

to 845 in 2003. This 

authority, as with 

the majority of local authorities, had a 

funded programme of working with 

owners to lease empty homes to help

 

meet housing need.

 

 

Despite this record of action, our 

study asked what still needed to be 

done to bring these remaining empty 

properties back into use, especially 

when there were st

ill 1,610 families 

registered as homeless in the        

Bo

r

ough? The survey concentrated 

on owners whose properties had 

been empty for more than a year. 

This was to try and exclude tempor

ary 

voids and properties being               

refurbished. The logic being that in an 

area of high demand transactional  

v

a

cant properties are common        

because of the high turnover of the 

market but are not necessarily         

indicative of probl

ems in the market.   

 

 

In response to a postal survey run by 

MORI, 216 questionnaires were      

returned from owners of empty   

  

properties (26% of the total) within the 

time period, and there were 179      

eligible questionnaires, which form 

the basis fo

r the analysis. These   

fin

d

ings should be seen as indicative 

of the views of empty homes owners 

in this Borough. 

 

 

Just over one fifth of these properties 

were houses and almost three     

qua

r

ters were either flats or            

maisonettes. One in nine of these 

empty properties were either above a 

shop, office or comm

ercial premises. 

When asked about the present         

condition of their property, three in 

five respondents believed that their

 

property was either in a very or fairly 

good condition. 

 

 

 

Most respondents had bought or     

acquired their property. They eit

her 

intended to live in it themselves or, 

use for family or friends, manage the 

property or use it as an investment. 

The increas

ing property prices in this 

Borough show that over recent years, 

despite remaining empty, such       

properties have proved to b

e a sound 

investment decision. 

Between 1998 
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and 2003 property prices in          

Hammersmith and Fulham rose by 

180% compared to 83.5% across 

En

g

land and Wales and 86% across 

London (source: Land Registry). 

Only 

one respondent in eleven had          

inherited the property,

 which        

cha

l

lenges an assumption that most 

empty property owners are accidental 

owners. It is also interesting to note 

that over a third of 

respondents had a 

mortgage on their empty property.

 

 

Owners gave a variety of reasons for 

why their property was empty: three in

 

ten respondents stated that their 

pro

p

erty was currently being repaired, 

and 15% and 10% stated that they 

were trying to sell or let their property 

respectively. Thes

e findings also   

challenge previous assumptions as to 

why property was left empty with very 

low figures given for not wanting  

  

trouble with tenants, awaiting the   

ou

t

come of a will and tax reasons.

 

 

Respondents were offered a range of 

services to choose in order to help 

them to bring the prope

rty back into 

use:

 

Source: MORI. Base: All respondents: 179

 

 

The first two options were already   

offered by the Borough, and the      

remaining fi

ve options were proposed 

new services to owners of empty 

pro

p

erty.

 

 

Only just over a quarter selected any 

of these services. Over a half          

expressed no interest in any of these 

servi

ces and one in five left the    

question blank and gave no          

pre

f

erence.

 

 

Respondents were also asked from 

whom they would like to receive these 

services (eg: local authority, RSL or 

private se

ctor). From an array of     

o

p

tions, just 3 in 10 selected any    

preference at all. Almost half of       

respondents did not want any of these 

providers and 

one fifth left the      

question blank.

 

 

The results from these last two    

que

s

tions demonstrate the limited   

potential of the existing and new    

se

r

vices to owners. There are still 

owners who are willing to work with 

the Borough, but that still leaves a 

large hard core amount

 of owners 

who remain uninterested in any      

a

s

sistance.

 

 

The vast majority of respondents saw 

a clear direction for their property with 

only 13% of owners failing to provide 

an answer. A third of respondents    

expect to rent out the property, and a 

one quarter each expected to sell, or 

and one quart

er wished to keep it for 

themselves or family and friends to 

live in. However no indication was 

given in the survey about when t

hese 

properties would be re

-

occupied.

 

 

We concluded from our study that 

such owners of empty homes, the 

m

a

jority of whom have made a     

co

n

scious decision to acquire the        

 

Reason

 

%

 

Grant to pay for repairs

 

11

 

Guaranteed rental income 

with no involvement

 

11

 

Preferential rate loan to 

help pay for repairs

 

8

 

Professional services to 

manage repairs

 

7

 

Help/advice in finding a te

n-

ant

 

5

 

Help/ advice in selling it

 

4

 

Help/ advice finding a le

t-

ting agent

 

1

 

None of these

 

53

 

Blank 

 

20
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property, are worthy of additional     

attention by local authorities to help 

efforts to increase housing supply. A 

minority of 

owners is worth pursuing 

to assess whether existing or new 

se

r

vices may encourage the owner to 

bring the property back into use.

 

 

It is also possible that after having   

offered a similar ra

nge of services for 

the past six years, owners who were 

most likely to take them up had       

already done so. Indeed this refle

cts 

the experience of the local authority 

that it is more difficult to ‘sell’ these 

products than it was three of four 

years ago

. In such cases local        

a

u

thorities will need to work harder to 

market these services rather than just 

publicise them. The local authority 

should also con

sult with this group of 

property owners to see whether there 

is the potential to develop new      

products and services not cons

idered 

here, that may be more appealing to 

this group.

 

 

Yet a majority of owners were not    

interested in any of the services  

    

offered. They are currently gaining as 

their property is increasing in capital 

value, but if they can’t be persuaded 

to brin

g the property back into use, 

consideration needs to be given to 

a

d

ditional action that could be taken. 

Where the carrot approach is not 

working, an effective stick is required 

to ensure the prop

erty is re

-

used and 

the benefits made clear to the owner.

 

 

Assuming that these findings are 

based on a representative sample, 

and given that the statistical reliability 

is in the range +/

-

7%, one can          

estimate that there are between 346 

and 398 

properties where the owner 

is not interested in bringing the     

property back into use with any of the 

services offered on the 

questionnaire. 

Since we ran this survey other local 

authorities are now running their own 

surveys with some impressive         

response rates.

 

 

Local authorities already have the 

power of compulsory purchase of 

long

-

t

erm private empty homes. But 

the scale of the problem revealed by 

this study provides support for a new 

tool to enable the tempo

rary        

ma

n

agement of such property. This 

new power would bring the property 

back into use with clear benefits to 

the new tenants, the loca

l community 

and the local authority. The owner 

would also benefit as the property 

would be improved and managed for 

them at no c

ost. It would also show 

the income benefits to the owner of 

utilising their property. 

 

 

In a high demand area there is no 

log

i

cal reason to leave a property 

empty for more than a year. Even  

m

a

jor refurbishment shouldn't take 

much longer than this, and the rental 

and property sales market are so 

strong that very few pro

perties are left 

on the market for long. In other words 

these are problem properties. In this 

market if there was not some kind 

of 

problem, they would already have 

been put back to use.

 

 

We are hopeful that the Government 

amendment to the Housing Bill on 

empty dwelling management orders 

will have the desired effect of filling 

these problem empty homes. 
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