
 

 

             

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This strategy sets out the aims and objectives to tackle empty homes in the Vale 

over the coming years. The strategy will be monitored and reviewed to ensure that 

it successfully addresses the issue. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
This strategy has been developed to enable Aylesbury Vale District Council, with its partners, to 

focus on bringing empty private sector homes back into occupation. 

 

There are a number of private homes within Aylesbury Vale which are unoccupied whilst at the 

same time: 

 

 The number of applicants on the Housing Register has risen by 76% in the last 5 years 

 Reduction of the Council’s housing stock from 15,000 in 1980 to 7,775 as at April 2003 

 Over 200 Council properties are sold each year under the Right to Buy 

 There are limited resources for enabling  new homes 

 There is rising homelessness, year on year 

 Limited private rented accommodation 

 Only 188 affordable homes have been built in the last 3 years 

 

Aylesbury Vale is an economically buoyant area, which in turn creates an additional demand for 

housing from people who move into the area for work. 

 

Evidence on rents, housing costs and affordability suggests that the financial conditions for those 

trying to enter owner-occupation or living in the private rented sector have worsened significantly 

over the last few years. If these trends continue, previous estimates of need for affordable housing 

in the South East could turn out to be low. 

 

Number of dwellings needed in the South East 

 

 Taking into account the impact of greater overall population growth and increase in outward 

migration from London, estimates for number of dwellings required in the South East is almost 

1 million. Within this total, 840,000 come from the net increase in households. 

 

 Affordable housing that is required does not have to be in the social sector. Many households 

can afford more than the social sector rent but will still require some level of government 

assistance to reduce the costs below the full market level. 

 

 If the need for additional dwellings is not met, the result will be lower standards for some 

sections of the population in the form of sharing, overcrowding or living as concealed 

households. This is because there will be insufficient homes for them to live independently. 
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Nationally 

 

It is estimated by the Empty Homes Agency (EHA) that there were 732,000 homes standing empty 

in England in 2002. This represents 3.4% of the total number of homes in England, (605,400 of 

these were in the private sector, giving a rate of 3.5% for empty private sector homes). Of these, 

307,900 had been unused for more than 6 months. Whilst the numbers are decreasing, this still 

represents a substantial wasted resource. 

 

Locally 

 

Within Aylesbury Vale, it was estimated by officers using Council Tax records that there were 

1573 vacant dwellings at the 1
st
 April 2003, representing around 2.8% of the private sector stock.  

 

A survey of house conditions in the District, undertaken between February and May 2001, 

estimated the number of empty dwellings to be 920, or around half the national average, on the 

basis of the number of empty homes found within the sample of 800 homes which were inspected. 

 

A small proportion of empty homes will remain empty long-term, that is empty for more than 6 

months. 

 

It is estimated that only 267 dwellings had been empty for 6 months or more at the 1
st
 April 2003 in 

Aylesbury Vale. That represents around 0.48% of the private housing in the District. Comparative 

figures for the Southeast region and for England at the 1
st
 April 2002 are 1.0% and 1.8% 

respectively (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister).  At the same time, the Councils list of people 

seeking suitable homes continues to grow. At the 1
st
 April 2003, there were 840 households on the 

Housing Register, which is a list of people seeking and eligible for assistance with housing by the 

District Council. 

 

Additional households who are seeking a home but who are not all eligible to join the Councils list 

include concealed households which occur in around 4.3% of households in the District (Aylesbury 

Vale Housing Needs Survey, 2000). Of these only 10% are registered on the Housing Register. 

Also included in this group are those who move into the District for work and are able to afford 

market housing, either to buy or to rent.      

 

In summary, there is an excess of demand for housing above the available supply. An increasing 

number of people looking for somewhere to live within the District creates a demand for housing, 

putting pressure on the need for additional new homes to be built. The number of people on the 

Housing Register is an underestimate of the likely level of demand for housing. Part of that demand 

could be satisfied by using properties that currently stand empty.  
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In recent years there have been significant changes to encourage the re-use of empty properties. 

 

The Housing Investment Programme (HIPs) for local authorities, now collects information on the 

number of empty dwellings in the District, and the number that have been vacant for more than 6 

months. 

 

The scheme of Best Value Performance Indicators introduced by the Audit Commission contains a 

specific indicator to measure local authority performance in bringing empty private sector 

dwellings back into use. The relevant indicator, BVPI 64, indicates the number of private sector 

vacant dwellings that are returned into occupation or demolished as a direct result of action by the 

local authority. Last year, we achieved an out-turn of 5 properties. Our targets for 2003/4, 2004/5 

and 2005/6 are 6, 8 and 10 properties. 

 

From April 2000, the exemption from paying Council Tax on empty dwellings has been reduced. 

The exemption is only given for 6 or 12 months and Council Tax is then levied at 50%. Power has 

now been given to Councils to reduce the discount after the “free” period, from 50% to nil.  

 

The liability for Value Added Tax (VAT) has been reduced from 17.5% to 5% for the renovation of  

dwellings that have been empty for 3 years or more, and to 0% for renovating dwellings which 

have been empty for more than 10 years, to encourage their re-use. 

 

The Government conducted an inquiry into empty homes in 2001. A number of recommendations 

were made in the House of Commons Select Committee Report, from improving the quality of the 

data for work on empty properties, integration of the empty properties strategy within the wider 

housing strategy and harmonisation of Value Added Tax (VAT) rates. 

 

On 18 November 2003, Section 85 of the Local Government Act 2003 came into force. This makes 

changes to enable Council Tax information to be shared to help identify vacant dwellings or assist 

in bringing them back into use. The information that can be shared is limited to an individuals name 

or an address or telephone number for communicating with them. 

 

The legal framework covering Compulsory Purchase has been revised to improve its usefulness in 

dealing with empty homes. Consultation on Management Orders and  pilot  work on Compulsory 

Leasing have been carried out by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. 

 

Following consultation with stakeholders, Aylesbury Vale District Council established three key 

aims which will drive its future direction. These are:- 

 

Local communities –      To achieve safe, active, healthy communities and provide  

       accessible services. 

   

  The local economy –      To develop and promote the local economy and establish  

                   Aylesbury Vale as a vibrant economic centre. 
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  The local environment – T o manage the built and natural environments of a 

         growing district in a sustainable way. 

 

The issues indicated in the following section highlight the fact that empty homes and the 

subsequent problems that they can create will impact on those key aims. They also have the ability 

to contribute to the proposed outcome, of ensuring that everyone has the opportunity to live in a 

decent and safe home, by returning to use.      

 

 

 

 

 

Homes become empty for a variety of reasons. The following are some of the more common 

reasons:- 

 

 After sale, they may become empty for a short period before occupation by the new owner 

 

 They may deteriorate to a state where renovation is required, and the occupiers move out prior 

to and during the works  

 

 The owner may die and then legal aspects have to be resolved before sale and re-occupation 

 

 The occupier may need care elsewhere and the property remains empty until this is resolved 

 

 The owner is living somewhere else but intends to return 

 

 The property is surplus to the owner’s requirements. 

 

Linked with these issues of why the property is empty, are reasons which may prevent sale of a 

property:- 

 

 The property is in poor condition or derelict and awaiting renovation  

 

 That particular sector of the housing market may be experiencing a period of stagnation 

 

 The owner may be awaiting an up-turn in market conditions, so that the value will rise 

 

 If there are plans to alter a property, which requires Planning Permission, then the matter may 

become subject to protracted discussions, if the alterations are unusual or opposed. 

 

 There may be proposals to redevelop a site for which Planning Permission is sought, and so 

demolition is delayed until permission is achieved. 
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Homes, which are empty for any significant time, may have implications for the owner, neighbours 

of the property and the wider community. 

 

For a property owner, the costs of an empty home include failure to realise either the proceeds of 

sale or a rental stream from it. The rental stream can provide income to maintain the property and a 

return on the capital investment in the property.  An example of the approximate costs of an empty 

dwelling is as follows:- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Rent loss  £4,920 

   Dilapidations  £500 

     Management  £715 

   Security  £280 

   Insurance  £193 

   Council Tax (50%) £410 

 

  Total Loss Per Annum £7,018 

 

(Source; DETR/DTLR, RICS, The Empty Homes Agency, an independent insurance broker and 

ORBIS Property Protection; 1999) 

 

Empty properties are seldom as well maintained as occupied homes. A dilapidated appearance can 

enhance the fear of crime in the local community. 

 

If deterioration progresses, empty properties become a blight on the community with overgrown 

gardens attracting litter, graffiti, vandalism and anti-social behaviour. Deterioration may continue 

towards a state of dilapidation, the property may attract squatters or arsonists, and may pose a 

magnetic but dangerous attraction to children. 

 

Six complaints about empty homes were received by the Environmental Health Division in the 

2002/3 year. 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1996, the Housing Grants, Construction and Regeneration Act, introduced discretion for 

Councils in targeting their Renovation Grant funds. In response to this, AVDC decided to revise its 

renovation policy to include provision for bringing empty homes back into use through renovation. 

In cases where an empty private sector dwelling could provide accommodation in a location needed 

by households on the Council’s Housing Waiting List, then a Renovation Grant could be offered. 

The owner would be required to enter into a management agreement for five years with a 

Registered Social Landlord and give the Council nomination rights for a five-year period. We have 

used Renovation Grant, along with Partnership Funding, to provide 8 lettings at the Chewers in 

Buckingham. This provision for financial assistance has been carried forwards as Empty Homes 

Grant under Aylesbury Vale District Councils Private Sector Housing Regeneration Policy. 
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An information pack has been produced for owners of empty homes, containing information on a 

range of ways to bring properties back into use, from sale to letting, and working with Registered 

Social Landlords. A number of leaflets are included covering taxation issues, guidance on 

tenancies, furniture and gas safety and energy efficiency. These are routinely distributed to owners 

of empty properties, when their details can be found either through writing to the empty property or 

through local knowledge. 

 

An annual list of empty dwellings is provided from Council Tax records. This gives the addresses 

of known empty dwellings within the District. It provides information on the number of properties 

and their locations, as a starting point for empty homes activity. No information is provided on 

either an owner’s name or their address. This is in accordance with the advice given by the Data 

Protection Registrar, that no power for such disclosure of personal data held for Council Tax 

purposes has been given under the provisions of the Local Government Finance Act 1992.  This has 

been raised with professional bodies (Empty Homes Agency, Chartered Institute of Environmental 

Health Officers) as one of the matters for the Government enquiry into empty homes to address. 

The response has been Section 85 of the Local Government Act 2003, from November 2003, which 

enables sharing of Council Tax information to identify empty homes and assist in bringing them 

back into use. 

 

Locating the owners of empty properties has been a major issue in progressing matters. Without 

being able to contact an owner, then there is no-one to give a pack to and no-one to talk to about 

bringing the property back into use. Several parishes were asked for their help in identifying empty 

homes that could be brought back into use and contacting the owners, because of their access to 

local information. To date, no response has been received.  

 

In cases where details of ownership have been discovered, by information from neighbours of 

empty homes or by contact from owners of empty homes, then we have been able to enter into 

dialogue with them. Numerous information packs have been sent to owners and advice has been 

given. Several properties are undergoing renovation and one of these, in partnership with the owner 

and a housing association, will accommodate a household from the Council’s Housing Waiting 

List. 

 

Council Tax mailings now include the contact details for a named officer who can provide help and 

information on bringing empty dwellings back into use. 

 

An article published in The District Link, The Council’s magazine delivered to all households in 

the District, highlighted the help and advice that was available, along with the contact details of a 

specific officer. 

 

We attend the Herts, Beds and Bucks Empty Homes Forum, to share best practice with 

neighbouring authorities. We carried out a joint publicity campaign for 2003 Empty Homes 

National Week of Action, involving advertisements on buses and a town centre manned display. 

This received considerable press interest and achieved the aim of raising awareness. Numerous 

leads were received which are still being followed up. 
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The list of potential partners is wide and spans from those involved with ownership to those who 

could occupy identified properties. In addition are those agencies and organisations who relate to 

housing and housing issues. 

 

District Council Departments   Elected Members 

County Council    Police   

Fire Authority     Parishes and Town Councils 

Round tables and issue groups  Neighbourhood Watch 

Developers     Private Landlords  

Letting Agents     Financial Institutions 

 

We have sought to identify key partners who can help in the delivery of an empty homes strategy. 

There are likely to be other agencies, organisations and individuals who can contribute. We 

welcome a wider participation from other partners who believe that they can help in the delivery of 

this strategy and the achievement of positive results. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Council Tax records and the results of the Private Sector House Condition Survey carried out in 

2001, indicate that there are very limited numbers of long-term empty private dwellings within the 

District. The estimate is that these comprise less than 0.5% of the private sector stock. This is a 

much lower level than experienced in other areas. Few complaints are received about empty 

properties. However, the demand for affordable housing exceeds the current supply. 

 

Properties that are empty but are awaiting a sale, in the process of renovation, subject to probate, 

where the occupier is in care or where the outcome of a planning decision is awaited are 

inappropriate targets for empty homes action. Their vacancy tends to be short-term and their re-use 

is planned. Of the 1573 empty dwellings at the 1
st
 April 2003, only 267 had been vacant for 6 

months or more. We will continue to target our efforts at long-term empty properties.  

 

We know the addresses of empty dwellings but we do not know the owner’s details or where to 

contact them. Experience has shown that in order to progress activity on empty homes, it is 

necessary to contact the property owner and start dialogue with them. The legislative change to 

enable sharing of Council Tax information about owners only came into force in November 2003.  

 

Although a range of activity has been undertaken and incentives developed, uptake has been poor 

compared to the effort expended. This change in access to Council Tax information will make the 

process of contacting owners and persuading them to bring their properties back into use a 

manageable task 

 

For the present, we will monitor trends in the economic buoyancy of the area, interest rates, house 

sales and the number of empty homes, to ensure that our activity reflects the need for intervention. 

We will act on information when it comes available. 

 

The following objectives will provide a focus to address the issues of empty homes and encourage 

their re-use.  

 

 

 

 
 

Objective 1 
 

To Obtain Information On Empty Homes 

 

In order to actively work to return empty homes to occupation, information is required to identify 

the properties.  

 

To date there has been a reliance on Council Tax records, which provide information on the total 

number of empty homes at any given time as well as those that have been empty for 6 months or 

more at the 1
st
 April and those that have been empty for a year or more.  

Empty Homes - Summary 
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In terms of performance against the indicator BVPI 64, any empty dwelling returned to use as a 

result of action by the Council is included within the report.  

 

Long-term empty and derelict properties can have a blighting effect on the neighbourhood. 

 

The Council Tax details that can be passed have only recently been extended beyond the empty 

property address only. Details of owner’s name and address and telephone number can now be 

shared to help identify vacant dwellings or assist in bringing them back into use. An understanding 

of the barriers to effective information flow will assist the wider empty homes debate. 

 

Action: 

 We will continue to respond to information provided by neighbours of empty properties. 

 We intend to write to all long term empty properties, offering the owner an Empty Homes 

Pack. (see objective2) 

 To seek to form partnerships with Parish Councils and other Agencies to identify empty 

properties and their owners 

 Raise awareness within AVDC departments that have a ‘visiting’ function    

 

Objective 2 

 

Research to Establish Reasons Why Homes Are Empty 

 

A part of taking action to bring empty homes back into use must centre upon finding out why they 

are empty. 

 

Knowledge of why a property is empty is not only likely to assist in finding mechanisms to bring it 

back into use, but may prove useful in the wider application of preventative action. 

 

At its most simple this can be through sending a questionnaire to each of the empty property 

addresses supplied by Council Tax. Those that have been empty for more than 6 months are likely 

to require action to bring about a change. 

 

We previously carried out this exercise in 2002 and it is considered useful to repeat this. 

 

Action: 

 We will send a questionnaire to each property address which is identified as having been 

empty for six months or more, by April 2004, asking the owner to indicate why the 

property is empty, and at the same time, enquiring about any proposals they may have. 

 

Objective 3 

 

To Provide Information To Owners Of Empty Properties 

 

It is important that owners of empty properties can readily obtain information and advice on the 

choices that may exist to return a property to use. 

 

A wide range of basic information can be put together within an easily obtainable package to 

answer common questions. 



 

 

 

A single point of contact can help in co-ordinating the flow of information. 

 

Action: 

 We will distribute an empty homes information pack to the owner of each home which has 

been empty for 6 months where we are able to find the owners details. 

 

Objective 4 

 

Support For Owners 

 

The provision of direct financial assistance or facilitating the financial assistance of others to secure 

a direct benefit in housing provision for people registered on the Councils housing lists. 

 

To date the assistance offered has been in the form of a Renovation Grant from the Council. Other 

mechanisms and forms of assistance may be appropriate.   

 

Action: 

 We will seek advice and assistance from our partners on ideas and possible solutions to 

offer owners. 

 Explore options available to provide advice and support, financial or otherwise. 

 

Objective 5 

 

Use of Formal Powers 

 

We will concentrate our efforts on the provision of information and advice to owners to encourage 

them to bring empty homes back into use. However, when an empty home presents a risk to public 

health and there is an absence of progress in resolving matters informally, then we will resort to 

formal legal action. 

 

The types of action could include the formal abatement of a nuisance, action to require the repair or 

demolition of the property, or compulsory purchase.  

 

Action: 

 When an empty home presents a risk to public health, formal legal action will be 

considered in order to remove that risk. 

 

 

             Objective 6 
 

 

To Maintain an Effective and Meaningful Consultation on the Strategy 

 

We will work with partners and other district councils to maintain our information on Best Practice. 

 

For this strategy to be successful, it will need to be flexible to take account of changes in housing 

market conditions and the needs of owners. 

 



 

 

Action:  

 Ongoing consultation to enable us to keep our stakeholders informed of any changes and 

to reflect their views accordingly in the future. 

 


