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Empty Homes- A National Snapshot

New research by Halifax shows that across Great Britain there are around 860,000 empty homes or 3.4% of the total dwelling stock. (See the technical note for a definition of an empty home).

Halifax has also extended the offer of its "No Fee 1 Per Cent Cashback" mortgage product, to mark the start of National Empty Homes Week (May 24-28th 2004).  The 1 per cent cashback will help homebuyers to reduce the costs of bringing an empty property back into the housing stock.  To help raise awareness of Empty Homes and the sources of help available to prospective purchasers, Halifax is also distributing an Empty Homes fact sheet through its 1100 branches.

The key findings are:

· The most empty homes are in Birmingham (17,490), Liverpool (15,692) and Manchester (14,017). As a proportion of the local dwelling stock the most empty homes are in Burnley (7.7%) and Liverpool (7.6%) while the lowest proportion of empty homes are on the Isles of Scilly (0.2%), Berwick-upon-Tweed (0.3%) and Cambridge (0.4%).

· Regionally the North West has the most empty homes (135,106), close to 5% of its dwelling stock. The North West alone accounts for 16% of all vacant dwellings in Great Britain.

· The least empty homes are in the South East and the East of England. 2.3% and 2.7% of their dwelling stocks respectively are vacant. Despite a chronic housing shortage, London has close to 100,000 vacant dwellings, around 3% of its total dwelling stock.
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· Areas with a high number of empty homes tend to suffer from urban deprivation. 4 of the 5 most deprived areas also have the highest proportion of empty homes in England. At the same time 70% of English areas with more than 5% of their dwelling stock empty fall into the 95 most deprived areas in England (i.e the top 25% of deprived areas).
· House prices are lower in areas with an above average number of empty homes. Eighty percent of local authority areas with more than 5% of their dwelling stock empty have house prices below the regional average. House prices in areas with a significant amount of empty homes were close to 30% below the average house price for the UK.

· The majority of empty homes (84%) are privately owned in England, the only area for which data is available. In areas with above average numbers of empty homes, many public sector properties are also vacant. For example, in Liverpool more than 40% of empty dwellings are publicly owned.
· Private sector homes usually stay empty for less than six months. Across England only 1.8% of private sector dwellings were unoccupied for more than six months. However, several areas, including Manchester, Pendle and Burnley had more than 5% of the private sector dwelling stock empty for more than six months.

Tim Crawford, Group Economist at Halifax, commented:

"Empty homes and urban deprivation go hand in hand. Government policy, in our view, needs to tackle urban blight and the empty homes problem at the same time. Making an area more attractive to live in should significantly reduce the number of empty homes there."
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Northern Regions and Wales have most empty homes

The North-South divide clearly exists when looking at empty homes. The North West stands out as the region with most empty homes by number and in percentage terms. Of the thirty eight local authorities with the most empty homes, twelve are in the North West. Nine are in Scotland. Four are in Wales and in the North East. The least empty homes, in percentage terms, are in the South East and the East of England.

Table 1:  Empty Homes by region (Mar 2003)

	 
	No of Vacant Dwellings
	Total No of Dwellings
	% of Dwellings Vacant

	North West
	135106
	3007490
	4.5%

	Wales
	51252
	1275816
	4.0%

	Yorkshire & the Humber
	87855
	2191161
	4.0%

	North East
	44349
	1138290
	3.9%

	Scotland
	87394
	2308939
	3.8%

	South West
	75374
	2213607
	3.4%

	West Midlands
	74312
	2259725
	3.3%

	London
	99781
	3144279
	3.2%

	East Midlands
	57835
	1832292
	3.2%

	East of England
	63418
	2351049
	2.7%

	South East
	80690
	3436939
	2.3%

	Total
	857366
	25159587
	3.4%


Source: ODPM, Office of National Statistics, General Register office for Scotland

*Scottish and Welsh data is from 2001

House Prices tend to be lower in areas with many empty homes

Areas with more than 5% of homes empty had lower house prices compared to regional and national averages. Price levels were close to 20% below the regional average and more than 30% below the UK equivalent. Some areas with a high number of empty homes had house prices at a discount of more than 40% to the regional benchmark and close to 60% of the national average.
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TABLE 2 House Prices in Areas with high number of Empty Homes (Mar 2004)

	Local Authority (LA)
	Region
	Average House Price
	Ratio of LA house price to Regional Average
	Ratio of LA house price to UK average

	Eilean Siar
	Scotland
	59051
	0.55
	0.36

	Blaenau Gwent
	Wales
	66914
	0.55
	0.41

	Kingston upon Hull
	YH
	68429
	0.57
	0.42

	Hyndburn
	NW
	74066
	0.59
	0.46

	Merthyr Tydfil
	Wales
	73740
	0.61
	0.45

	LA Areas with more than 5% of the dwelling stock empty
	 
	109882
	0.81
	0.68


Source: Halifax, ODPM

Unemployment is higher in areas with empty homes

Twenty three out of thirty eight high empty home areas had an unemployment rate above the regional average.  The worst performer in the group had an unemployment rate three times the regional average. This tends to suggest that empty homes areas are often low growth areas.

TABLE 3 Unemployment in Areas with high number of Empty Homes (Dec 03)

	Local Authority
	Region
	LA Claimant Count Unemployment rate
	Ratio of LA rate to Regional unemployment rate
	Ratio of LA rate to UK unemployment rate

	Great Yarmouth
	EAST
	5.1
	3.0
	2.1

	Hastings
	SE
	3.7
	2.5
	1.5

	Thanet
	SE
	3.6
	2.4
	1.5

	Liverpool
	NW
	5.1
	2.0
	2.1

	Kingston upon Hull
	YH
	5.3
	2.0
	2.2

	LA Areas with more than 5% of the dwelling stock empty
	 
	3.1
	1.2
	1.3


Source: ODPM, Office of National Statistics
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Earnings are lower in Empty homes areas 

Average weekly earnings are close to 10% below the regional average and 15% below the national level in areas with a high amount of empty homes. This potentially suggests that there is less free income to improve properties than in other parts of the country. The worst performers had earnings levels more than 30% below the regional level and twenty five percent below the national equivalent.

TABLE 4 Earnings in Areas with high number of Empty Homes (April 2003)

	Local Authority
	Region
	Average Gross Weekly Earnings £s
	Ratio of LA Earnings to Regional Earnings
	Ratio of LA Earnings to Great Britain earnings

	Hastings
	SE
	362.9
	0.68
	0.76

	Great Yarmouth
	E
	405.2
	0.80
	0.85

	Hyndburn
	NW
	363.7
	0.83
	0.76

	Blaenau Gwent
	Wales
	350.9
	0.84
	0.74

	Pendle
	NW
	379.3
	0.86
	0.80

	LA Areas with more than 5% of the dwelling stock empty
	 
	408.3
	0.92
	0.86


Source: ODPM, Office of National Statistics



Most deprived areas rank highly in empty homes list

Some of the most deprived areas in the UK also have a high number of empty homes. The recently published ODPM Deprivation index, which ranks areas in England by a range of factors including income, education, health and living conditions, showed that five out of the top six deprived areas are also high in empty homes.

Table 5 Local Area deprivation and Empty Homes

	Local Authority
	Region
	ODPM Deprivation Index ranking (out of 345 areas)
	% Vacant Homes

	Knowsley
	NW
	1
	5.2%

	Liverpool
	NW
	2
	7.6%

	Manchester
	NW
	3
	7.2%

	Tower Hamlets
	London
	4
	5.2%

	Easington
	NE
	6
	5.2%


Source: ODPM
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Empty homes are more prevalent in the private sector

Empty homes tend to be private rather than public sector dwellings. However, one in five areas with more than 5% of dwellings empty had significant levels of public sector vacancies (more than 30% of the total), suggesting that low demand public housing can be a factor contributing to the number of empty homes. 

TABLE 6 Empty homes split by Private/Public sector – England (2003)
	Top 5 Local Authorities
	Region
	% Vacant Dwellings which are Public sector
	% Vacant Dwellings which are private sector

	Liverpool
	NW
	42.5%
	57.5%

	Easington
	NE
	40.2%
	59.8%

	Knowsley
	NW
	38.6%
	61.4%

	Preston
	NW
	34.6%
	65.4%

	Kingston upon Hull
	YH
	31.8%
	68.2%

	LA Areas with more than 5% of the dwelling stock empty
	
	19.1%
	80.9%

	England
	
	16.1%
	83.9%


Source: ODPM

Smaller proportion of homes empty longer term

Although 3.4% of the national housing stock is empty, a fair degree of this represents transition between households. Only 2% of the English private sector dwelling stock has been vacant for more than six months. However, the average for those areas identified with a high level of empty homes is still 3.4%. The top areas in the survey have more than 5% of the private sector dwelling stock empty for more than six months.

Table 7 Long Term Private sector Empty Homes – England

	Local Authority
	Region
	% of Total Private Sector Dwellings Empty > than 6 mths

	Manchester
	NW
	5.7%

	Pendle
	NW
	5.1%

	Burnley
	NW
	5.1%

	Hyndburn
	NW
	4.8%

	Thanet
	SE
	4.8%

	LA Areas with more than 5% of the dwelling stock empty
	
	3.4%

	England
	
	1.8%


Source: ODPM
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EXISTING POLICIES

The significance of empty homes lies in the fact that they can act as a catalyst for economic and social degeneration. Areas of low demand feature significant concentrations of empty properties. This is why there is a need for an holistic approach to the housing market, refurbishing empty homes will not be sustainable if the wider infrastructure issues of an area are not addressed (schools, transport, crime etc).

Recent Government moves that should help to alleviate the problem include:

· allowing council tax data to be used for tracing owners of empty properties.

· the reduction of VAT on refurbishing long-term empty homes and giving local authorities discretion on the application of a council tax discount for empty homes.

· local authorities with the most empty homes do fall into the areas with a stamp duty exemption up to £150,000 and are also part of the ODPM's 'pathfinder' areas, set up to tackle low demand.

In addition owners of empty homes should be encouraged to invest in their property, and there are some incentives in place. However, it seems an anomaly that although the ODPM classes a property that has been vacant for more than 6 months as an 'empty home', it is only when it has been empty for 3 years or more that there is a VAT discount on refurbishment.

BRINGING EMPTY HOMES BACK TO LIFE

One of the perceived barriers to buying and renovating an empty home is often securing a mortgage.  Halifax, the UK's largest lender, operates 'property renovation friendly' mortgage policies to help property buyers re-introduce an empty home into the housing stock.

All mortgage products offered by Halifax could be used to fund the purchase of an empty home, however, the lender has extended the offer of its "No-fee 1 per cent cashback" mortgage to mark the beginning of National Empty Homes Week (May 24 – May 28th 2004).The mortgage is a 3-year Bank of England base rate tracker with a current rate of 4.80 per cent (BoE Base Rate + 0.55%) available on a 95 per cent loan to value.  No arrangement fees are charged on the mortgage and 1 per cent cashback (up to max £5000) could be used to help meet the costs of renovating an empty home.
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In addition, property buyers can borrow up to 97 per cent of the improved value of their property.  These funds can be released through a series of staged payments as improvements are made to the property.

To help raise awareness of Empty Homes and sources of help available to prospective property purchasers, Halifax is also distributing a Empty Homes fact sheet through its 1100 branches.
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Table 8- Local Authorities with more than 5% of dwelling stock vacant (2003) 1
	Local Authority
	Region
	Vacant Dwellings
	Total Dwellings
	Vacant Dwellings as % of total

	Burnley
	NW
	3123
	40442
	7.7%

	Liverpool
	NW
	15692
	207054
	7.6%

	Eilean Siar
	Scot
	969
	13197
	7.3%

	Manchester
	NW
	14017
	193885
	7.2%

	Kingston upon Hull
	YH
	7760
	115090
	6.7%

	Calderdale
	YH
	5717
	84889
	6.7%

	Aberdeen City
	Scot
	6912
	104602
	6.6%

	Salford
	NW
	6646
	100895
	6.6%

	Pendle
	NW
	2570
	39405
	6.5%

	Preston
	NW
	3671
	56532
	6.5%

	Bournemouth
	SW
	4946
	77568
	6.4%

	Hyndburn
	NW
	2271
	35748
	6.4%

	Blackburn with Darwen
	NW
	3709
	58477
	6.3%

	Hastings
	SE
	2591
	41314
	6.3%

	Oldham
	NW
	5848
	93390
	6.3%

	Orkney Islands
	Scot
	576
	9418
	6.1%

	Renfrewshire
	Scot
	4790
	80261
	6.0%

	Newcastle upon Tyne
	NE
	7125
	120965
	5.9%

	Shetland Islands
	Scot
	572
	10048
	5.7%

	Tameside
	NW
	5397
	95040
	5.7%

	Merthyr Tydfil
	Wales
	1391
	24584
	5.7%

	Blaenau Gwent
	Wales
	1765
	31387
	5.6%

	Gwynedd
	Wales
	3112
	56786
	5.5%

	West Dunbartonshire
	Scot
	2355
	43203
	5.5%

	Inverclyde
	Scot
	2093
	38850
	5.4%

	Redcar and Cleveland
	NE
	3279
	61386
	5.3%

	Argyll & Bute
	Scot
	2447
	46574
	5.3%

	Thanet
	SE
	3154
	60186
	5.2%

	Easington
	NE
	2143
	41074
	5.2%

	Maldon
	East
	1348
	25851
	5.2%

	Tower Hamlets
	Lond
	4519
	86717
	5.2%

	Wear Valley
	NE
	1495
	28693
	5.2%

	Great Yarmouth
	East
	2276
	43730
	5.2%

	Knowsley
	NW
	3462
	67087
	5.2%

	Pembrokeshire
	Wales
	2788
	54,286
	5.1%

	Scottish Borders
	Scot
	2627
	51155
	5.1%

	Carlisle
	NW
	2474
	48651
	5.1%

	Brent
	Lond
	5268
	104346
	5.0%


Source: ODPM, Office of National Statistics, General Register office for Scotland

1 figures for Scotland and Wales refer to 2001

NOTES TO EDITORS:

1. An empty home is classified as a dwelling, which is vacant either because it is between occupants, undergoing modernisation, in disrepair or awaiting demolition. Second homes and holiday homes are not included as empty homes.

2. Data on empty homes in England has been sourced from the "Housing and Investment Programme: Housing Strategy Statistical Appendix 2003" by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM). The number of English empty homes is measured as at March 2003. Data on the number of empty homes in Wales is sourced from the 2001 Census of England and Wales by the ONS and is at April 2001. Data on the number of empty homes in Scotland is sourced from the 2001 Scottish Census by the General Register Office for Scotland and is at April 2001

3. Earnings data has been sourced from the ONS New Earnings Survey and is at April 2003. Claimant Count unemployment rate data by local authority has been sourced from the ONS Labour Market Trends survey and is at Dec 2003.
4. Data on urban deprivation has been sourced from the "The Indices of Deprivation: 2004" from the ODPM.
5. Halifax average house prices for the year to March 2004 by local authority, region and the UK have been used in this research piece. 

6. With over 22 million customers and a relationship with 2 out of every 5 households in the UK, HBOS is the UK's largest mortgage and savings provider as well as being the UK's leading bancassurer.  Approximately one in four mortgages in the UK are arranged by the HBOS Group.
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