Survey of Empty Homes in the East of England

Executive Summary

Introduction
The Regional Housing Strategy 2005-2010 published in June 2005 sets out that the East of England requires 24,000 homes to be provided annually in the region with some 11,000 needing to be affordable. 

As of 31 March 2005 the East of England was reported as having approx 56,600 empty properties across all tenures, with 25,000 of those being in the private sector and having remained empty for more than six months.

This is a wasted resource and many local authorities are working with private sector owners using a range of measures to bring properties back into use. 
The Research

In order to support local authorities in developing strategies to tackle the issue of empty homes the Government Office for the East of England (GO-East) together with a small group of volunteer authorities and other partners commissioned MORI to carry out research with the aim of understanding:
· Why privately owned properties, in the East of England remained empty for more than 6 months. 

· Determine what obstacles exist to bringing the properties back into use and identify possible solutions.
This was the first time that a survey of empty properties had been carried out on a regional basis.

The sample of nine local authorities were selected by the group as being a cross section covering urban, rural and coastal authorities in the East of England. The database provided was taken from council tax records.
The survey was conducted by postal questionnaire which was sent to the owners of 3,200 properties in the region that had been empty for at least six months as of the 1 April 2005. An initial mail out was despatched on 25 August 2005 with a reminder sent on 29 September 2005. Closing date for receipt of questionnaires was 21 October 2005. A total response rate of 37% was achieved.
Key Findings
48% of respondents said that the property was not empty and/or that they were not the owner/responsible. 42% of these respondents said that the property had been sold, while 24% had rented it out. 16% said family or friends were living in it.  
Of the 52% that remained owners of empty properties, 63% of the properties were houses with the remainder being flats or maisonettes and bungalows.  44% of these properties had five or more rooms (excluding kitchens and bathroom), 22% four rooms and 30% three or less. 10% were connected to commercial premises.

49% of respondents rated the property as being in good condition, and 30% in poor condition. 
60% of owners stated they had actually bought the property, mainly to live in themselves or as an investment, while 22% of the properties had been inherited. 34% had a mortgage or loan against the property. 
Sixty-seven per cent said that owning the property caused them some problems or concerns, covering 48% saying sometimes and a further 19% always or often, while 30% said it never caused them any problems. 
The reasons given by the majority of respondents as to why the property remained empty were to do with repairs and/or renovation. This included the largest single reason, 37%, saying that the work was in progress, 17% that it needed doing, and 9% that they were planning to do the work soon. 9% said that they could not afford to repair or renovate the property. The second main reason given, 28%, was that they were trying to sell the property.  

42% thought that at least one of the seven services currently on offer might encourage them to get the property occupied. But overall nearly 60% did not want any of these services, with 50% saying none and 8% failing to answer.  39% would prefer to receive the services from one of the five existing organisations, including 30% from the local authority. 
64% of respondents said that they expected that the property will eventually be sold or rented out, while 17% said they would live in it themselves. 40% expect the property to be occupied within 6 months, 17% in 6-12 month and 14% a year or more, with 21% saying they did not know and 3% that it was not for occupation.
Conclusions
The findings of the research give a valuable overview of the reasons why properties remain empty and the support and assistance owners are looking for to bring them back into use.

For the first time local authorities in the East of England have a piece of substantive research on which to base strategies and target resources in order to take forward work to bring back into use properties to provide valuable homes for the region. The research will also be of use to sub regional housing groups in development of their sub regional housing strategies and the future development of the Regional Housing Strategy.
Along side the introduction of Empty Dwelling Management Orders in April 2006 authorities now have a range of tools and information on which to take forward empty homes work across the East of England.

Further Information

Full copies of the research finding can be found at http://www.goeast.gov.uk/goeast/people_and_sustainable_comm/housing/housing_management/198016/
Or by contacting the Housing Team at Government Office for the East of England, Eastbrook, Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 2DF.
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