Empty Homes Statistical Information

Issues discussed at a meeting between CLG and the National Association of Empty Property Practitioners, 17th September 2008

Present: Graham Everett, David Gibbens, (NAEPP) Charlotte Ellis (CLG)

Rather than presenting this in chronological order as a narrative of the meeting, we think it is best to structure this document to reflect the draft CLG proposal document, mainly in the form of a series of responses from NAEPP to those proposals.  Where appropriate we have amplified NAEPP’s views of particular issues so that CLG has a clearer idea of what they are.

Summary of NAEPP general principles

NAEPP supports the aim of “lifting the burden” ie seeking ways to reduce the resource load on local authorities of collecting information.

We think that deriving empty homes data from existing datasets is the best way to do this, provided the datasets are themselves of reasonable accuracy (also taking into account whether, realistically, there are alternative sources of the information, which in some cases there are not).

We think that whatever approach is adopted, it is important as far as possible to ensure consistency across different local authorities. 

Within these general principles, and given the importance of the issue of empty homes to the wider population, we think all reasonable efforts should be made to collect and report information on empty homes as accurately and as fully as possible.

We think it essential that local authorities should report on the work they do in tackling empty properties.

Summary of CLG recommendations

1) Drop ‘RSL’ and ‘other public sector’ dwellings from HSSA form

Issue 1:  NAEPP is keen to see all relevant empty homes statistics collated and presented in a single place.  This is a relevant consideration if  the information is to be dropped from the HSSA. 

Charlotte reassured NAEPP that empty homes data would be collected and reported in a single Excel spreadsheet.   NAEPP would be satisfied with this 

Issue 2: NAEPP notes that the RSR would be used as a source of data for RSL empties (see 3 below) but that there is no corresponding proposal for Other Public Sector empties.  

NAEPP’s view is that information about Other Public Sector dwellings should be collected by central government and reporting should be at the local authority level.  It is entirely proper that all public agencies should record and report on empty homes.  The data burden for the agencies concerned should be relatively small – comparable with that experienced b y local authorities and RSLs.  Any stock-managing organisation has the obligation to know whether its properties are occupied or not as a matter of routine housing management. 

Provided the information is collected by central government as indicated, NAEPP  would welcome dropping the requirement for the data to be collected by local authorities and reported on the HSSA.

However, if the data is not collected, then Other Public Sector empties will,  as far as we can see, be lumped together, by default, with Private Sector empty homes.  This is in our view wrong and could lead to justifiable accusations that the government is manipulating the figures for private sector empty properties while obscuring the incidence of public sector empty homes.  This is not acceptable. 

This issue is particularly important for authorities with large numbers of MOD homes, and in this connection, we think it is essential that suitable arrangements are made to ensure that MOD homes where the freeholder or long-leaseholder is Annington Homes are counted in with Other Public Sector dwellings as appropriate. (With further information about the exact relationship between Annington Homes and the MOD we could make more specific suggestions). 

2) Use CTB data to estimate total vacant dwellings

This issue has  proved to be more complicated than at first thought.  In principle, NAEPP strongly supports deriving the number of empty homes mainly from Council Tax records (subject to  Issue 2 below).  We are aware of the shortcomings of such data – some of which relate to the efficiency or otherwise of individual council tax departments – but in principle this must be the most consistent and appropriate set of data . It is incumbent on local authorities to make sure that council tax data is as accurate as possible in the context of tax collection etcetera -.

Issue 1: The key issue is around the counting of second homes.  Historically, HSSA vacant dwelling figures reported by local authorities have excluded second homes, and NAEPP has raised on more than one occasion the problem that there is no reporting of the number of dwellings thus excluded nor any definition of second homes in the HSSA guidance. Meanwhile, the introduction of H18 and H23 performance measures have given local authorities a perverse incentive to over-count second homes (eg by relying on the council tax definition).   NAEPP saw the current exercise as an opportunity to resolve these issues. (The Council Tax (Prescribed Classes of Dwellings) (England) Regulations (SI 2003/3011) defines second homes as furnished dwellings which are not a sole or main residence.)

Longer term, NAEPP would like to see more sensitivity in the council tax system to distinguish genuine “second homes”:  for example by requiring a minimum number of nights’ occupation during each year. This might require some legislation (primary or secondary)  

But in the short term, one option we were exploring was that furnished empties that had been empty for longer than a given period of time could be treated as “second homes” for the purposes of empty homes reporting.  Such an approach might involve an arbitrary threshold but would broadly reflect the fact that true second homes would tend to remain in that state for longer periods of time, whereas furnished properties that just happened to be empty would for the most part be transactional (or, in CLG’s more recent terminology, “frictional”) empties.

In our meeting this line of approach could not be pursued very far because we were told that CLG is already using CTB data for reporting the number of empty properties to Parliament rather than HSSA data.  This was a big surprise to us.  If this is the case, we can only conclude that CLG is relying on the inappropriate council-tax definition of second homes for this reporting.  The under-reporting of empty properties that we would expect to result from this would in that case already have started at the point where the CTB data was first brought into play for reporting purposes.  

CTB data as it stands would not allow the reporting that NAEPP suggests might happen because it does not distinguish between furnished empties that have been empty for longer or shorter periods of time.  However, the supplementary CTB form could relatively easily be enhanced to allow such reporting to occur eg by categorising furnished empties according to how long they had been empty.  We believe it would be trivial to require local authorities to extract the relevant information from their council tax systems (or, more realistically, for software vendors to incorporate the necessary functionality into their systems).

Alternatively, data could be downloaded at the property level for analysis which we expected to be the basis for any reporting of empty homes stats, – consistent with what we understood to be happening with the NESS statistics.  (We were left with some uncertainty about the relationship between the data sources used for national reporting and neighbourhood statistics). 

The summary of our position on this is as follows:

a) subject to Issues 2 and 3 below, we support the use of council tax data for reporting the overall number of empty homes whether specifically from CTB  returns or from other returns or datasets

b) we strongly deprecate the use of the Council Tax definition of second homes as a sole criterion for excluding properties from the overall count of empty homes

c) we propose that, pending a review of the criteria associated  with the Council Tax definition of “second home”, a reasonable but arbitrary period is required before a furnished empty property is allowed to be counted as a second home for the purposes of excluding it from the overall count of empty properties 

d) we propose that the arbitrary period selected should be reality-tested against figures available in authorities where research into the incidence of second homes has been carried out; and we would suggest that it would be useful for local authorities  to report on properties in bands such as 0-6 months, 6-12months, 12-24 months, 24+ months  to allow maximum flexibility to revisit the criteria used

e) we will be seeking clarification of exactly when CTB data has started to be used in preference to HSSA data for reporting on empty homes nationally; and how the figures are actually calculated

f) in the event that it appears that the number of empty homes has been under-reported as a result of moving to a CTB dataset for reporting we will approach the Empty Homes Agency to lobby for the data to be reviewed so that more accurate and consistent historical series can be plotted and underlying trends can remain visible.

Issue 2 We have evidence from some local authorities, eg Bristol, that owners are damaging homes to make them uninhabitable and then successfully requesting that they are removed from valuation lists.  These properties are then no longer liable for tax, frustrating the aims of the government’s tax regime for empty properties and also undermining the accuracy of any council-tax-based empty homes data. 

Our proposal is that Valuation Offices should be required to report when homes are removed from the valuation lists and the reasons for doing so and that relevant homes should be added to the number of empty homes in the empty homes reporting process.  Reporting needs to be at a local level consistent with NESS statistics because our evidence suggests that this happens where there are specific neighbourhood factors at work: in other words there will be concentrations of properties being treated in this way.  

We are also concerned about what guidance is given to Valuation Officers in this regard and we would suggest that in the vast majority, if not all, cases it is not appropriate for empty homes to be removed from the valuation lists and that the criteria and processes involved should be reviewed. 

Issue 3 HSSA guidance requires specified Council Tax exemption categories (D, E, I, J, O, P, H) to be disregarded when calculating the number of vacant dwellings.   The rationale of this disregard is that these are legitimate reasons for dwellings to remain vacant.  NAEPP recommends that consistency is established by similarly disregarding Council Tax exemption categories L, F and Q:  with the same rationale.  In total these disregards would approximate to the statutory exclusions from Empty Dwelling Management Order (EDMO) action.   Nonetheless NAEPP considers that the number of such disregarded properties should be identified somewhere.

Issue 4 We understood CLG to be saying that although CLG derives its statistics from council tax data on the CTB, housing authorities would still be required to report the overall no. of empties on HSSA forms.  There was a suggestion that this would provide some form of check against CTB data.  We cannot see any value in separate reporting being carried out on HSSA forms.  This seems to be duplication of effort.  There needs to one agreed methodology for counting empty homes with the information being collected in the most efficient way possible.

3) Use RSR to estimate RSL long and short term vacant dwellings – 

NAEPP would support this.

4) Use BPSA to derive LA vacant dwellings, but combine Q21-23 and Q24-26

NAEPP would support this.

5) Use NROSH to complete RSL and LA vacancy figures when it reaches a high enough level of completion

NAEPP would support this provided the data is available across all LA’s.  We are not sure what in the eyes of CLG would constitute a “high enough” level of completion: the criteria in our view should be that both RSLs and LA’s are definitively required to complete NROSH and there is no evidence that the procedures associated with NROSH lead to significant or systematic under-reporting or over-reporting of vacancies.

The NAEPP Proposals

The NAEPP proposes that all housing authorities be required to report on the number of properties they have been involved in bringing back into occupation, other than their own HRA stock.  We would expect the criteria for successful intervention to be more or less the same as those given in the NAEPP Guidance on BVPI64.  

A key difference between such statistical reporting and the old performance indicator is that local authorities should be required to categorise their successes according to how long properties were empty before being brought back into use. 

Whilst there is an element of “data burden” here, we regard this as justifiable for a number of reasons:

· regardless of whether it is a higher or local priority, all local authorities should be involved in tackling empty homes

· if they are so involved they should  be recording what they are doing

· simple statistics about how long properties have been empty at the point they are returned to occupation should be trivial to collect, even allowing for some cases where council tax records are known not to be accurate (eg owner pays tax even though the property is empty)

Because the data is relatively easy to collect we would suggest that it is reported in bandings eg 0-6  months, 6-12 months, 12-24 months > 24 months (or simply >12 months).  In our consultation with members different views were expressed about whether a threshold of 6 or 12 months should be used to distinguish longer-term empties from transactional empties: using bandings avoids the need to make a final decision on this.

David Gibbens and Graham Everett for the National Association of Empty Property Practitioners

September 2008



















