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Empty Homes 
Housing Evidence Base Briefing Note 7 (BN7) 
 
Summary 
Cornwall Council has an ‘Empty Homes Strategy’ that is 
working towards bringing many empty homes back into use. 
This Strategy includes a range of initiatives aimed at 
addressing the issue, including encouraging advice, access to 
leasing schemes and financial assistance and in some cases as 
a last resort formal enforcement. 
 
A survey of empty properties in Cornwall indicated that the 
majority were either now occupied or were being offered for 
sale. There were very few empty properties where the owner 
stated that they had no intention of bringing their property 
back into use. 
 
National Policy and Context 
Paragraph 51 of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)i states that ‘local 
planning authorities should identify and bring back into residential use empty housing 
and buildings in line with local housing and empty homes strategies and, where 
appropriate, acquire properties under compulsory purchase powers. They should 
normally approve planning applications for changes to residential use and any 
associated development from commercial buildings (currently in the B use classes) 
where there is an identified need for additional housing in that area, provided that 
there are not strong economic reasons why such development would be inappropriate’ 
 
National Planning Practice Guidance (NPPG)ii states that ‘any approach to bringing 
empty homes back into use and counting these against housing need would have to 
be robustly evidenced by the local planning authority at the independent examination 
of the draft Local Plan, for example to test the deliverability of the strategy and to 
avoid double counting (local planning authorities would need to demonstrate that 
empty homes had not been counted within their existing stock of dwellings when 
calculating their overall need for additional dwellings in their local plans)’. 
 
The Government green paper ‘Homes for the Future: More Affordable, More 
Sustainable’iii states that as part of their strategic housing role, local authorities should 
make better use of empty homes when looking to increase housing supply. 
 
The Housing Strategyiv for England acknowledges that many empty homes are being 
renovated or sold, or will otherwise come back into use relatively quickly through the 
normal operation of the market, but are concerned that ‘neglected empty homes can 
quickly start to cause problems for neighbours, depressing the value of adjacent 
properties and attracting nuisance, squatting and criminal activity. This creates 
additional burdens on local authorities and the emergency services’.  
 
Local Policy Context 
Cornwall Council has an ‘Empty Homes Strategy’v that is working towards bringing 
many empty homes back into use. This Strategy includes a range of initiatives aimed 
at addressing the issue, including encouraging advice, access to leasing schemes and 
financial assistance and in some cases as a last resort formal enforcement. 
 
 

Key Facts 
 

The number of 
empty properties in 

Cornwall has 
reduced from just 

over 5% of housing 
stock in 1991 to just 

over 1% by 2011. 
 

Source: Census, Council 
Tax 
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Definition 
For the purposes of this briefing ‘empty homes’ refers to those dwellings that would 
normally be occupied but are temporarily vacant for reasons not connected with 
second homes or holiday accommodation, i.e. in probate, in the process of being sold, 
not in a fit state for habitation, etc. 
 
The reasons homes are left empty are often complex – and can include inheritance, 
the cost of financing repairs, inability to achieve a desired sale or rental price, and 
stalled redevelopment or a decision to retain the property to benefit from future house 
price increases.  
 
Note 1: It is often difficult to distinguish empty homes from second homesBN11 or holiday 
accommodation and all figures should be treated with an element of caution as there is likely to be some 
cross contamination in data sources.  
 
Note 2: Data changes on a very regular basis and each data set is the position at a precise moment in 
time and should not be compared with other data sets. 
 
Past Levels of Empty Homes  
The number and proportion of empty / vacant homes in Cornwall has been decreasing 
over time as indicated in the graph below:  

Empty Properties in Cornwall 1991-2011
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Note 3: Census 2011 did not split the ‘household spaces with no usual residents’ into its constituent 
parts so it is no longer possible to identify the number and proportion of empty properties through this 
data set. 
 
Current Levels of Empty Homes 
Information is not available from the 2011 Census on empty properties in Cornwall as 
it is included within the ‘household spaces with no usual residents’ category which also 
includes second and holiday homes. 
 
Council Tax data can be used to identify those properties that have been vacant for 
six months of more. In this context ‘vacant’ is the term used for ‘empty homes’. 
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• 2,880 dwellings in Cornwall were classified as ‘vacant’ in March 2010 equating to 
1.2% of dwellings paying Council Tax. 

• This figure had risen to 3,312 in March 2011 equating to 1.3% of dwellings and to 
3,516 in May 2012 equating to 1.4% of dwellings paying Council Tax. 

 
There are around 2,000 properties registered on the Cornwall Empty Homes Register 
of which around 360 are thought to be occupied following a check of the Electoral Roll.  
 
Council Tax data was used to estimate the number of empty properties there are in 
Cornwall, and this data was used as the basis for a recent surveyvi. 
• At the time the survey was carried out in February/March 2010 Council Tax records 

indicated that 3,698 properties were currently classed as long term vacant. After a 
review of the property list 2,392 empty property owners were contacted.  

• 1,158 responses were received equating to a 48% response rate and the following 
results were obtained: 

o 45% of respondents (521 dwellings) stated that their property was now 
occupied; 

o 51% (591 dwellings) of the properties that respondents stated as being 
empty were for sale; 

o Of those properties that remain empty (46 dwellings) the percentage of 
people that intended to bring their property back into use was 71% (33 
dwellings) and 16% (7 dwellings) stated that they had no intention of 
bringing their empty property back into use. 

 
The results from this survey are indicative of the difficulties faced in trying to 
accurately estimate the number of genuine ‘empty properties’. 
 
Future Empty Homes 
The aim of the Council’s Empty Homes Strategy is to maximise the re-use of empty 
homes and other buildings and to increase the number of affordable housing 
opportunities to meet local housing need. The target set within the Strategy is to 
bring 350 empty properties back into use between 2010 and 2013. 

Risk Assessment 
It will be impossible to totally eradicate empty homes as there will always be an 
element that will be vacant for legitimate reasons, i.e. in the process of being sold, in 
probate etc. 
 
Use in Cornwall Local Plan 
Future housing needs will be delivered through a combination of planned new housing 
but also making the best use of existing housing stock in both the public and private 
sectors and homes currently not in use. Although the proportion of empty homes is 
not a significant issues in Cornwall, policies in the Cornwall Local plan: Strategic 
Policies document will support the re-use of existing homes and in particular Policy 7. 
 
Accompanying Briefing Notes 
BN11 – Second & Holiday Homes 
 
Further Information 
1. Cornwall Council’s ‘Empty Homes Strategy’ that is working towards bringing many 

empty homes back into use - 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=2830  
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2. Emptyhomes.com uses Council Tax data to assess the number of empty homes in 
an area. For Cornwall in 2009-10 they estimated that there were 3,857 homes 
empty for more than six months. The total number of empty homes in this analysis 
for Cornwall was 3.78% compared to 3.01% for the South West and 3.22% for 
England – see http://emptyhomes.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/empty-
homes-stats-20101.xls  

 
 
i DCLG (2012) National Planning Policy Framework - 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2 
 
ii DCLG (2014) Housing and Economic Land Availability Assessment - 
http://planningguidance.planningportal.gov.uk/blog/guidance/housing-and-economic-land-
availability-assessment/  
 
iii DCLG (2007) Homes for the Future: more affordable more sustainable - 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20120919132719/www.communities.gov.uk/docum
ents/housing/pdf/439986.pdf  
 
iv DCLG (2011) Laying the Foundations: a housing strategy for England - 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/laying-the-foundations-a-housing-strategy-for-
england--2 
 
v Cornwall Council (2010) Empty Homes Strategy - 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=2830 
 
vi Cornwall Council (2010) Empty Homes Strategy - 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=2830 

                                                


