
Striding towards a revised empty homes policy for Shropshire  

Shropshire Council Liberal Democrat Group. 8 December 2014.  

1. Summary 

We make positive and constructive proposals to strengthen the Empty Homes Strategy 2014-

17. We propose setting ambitious targets for bringing empty homes into use through local 

housing forums and a revolving “empty homes pot” of funding. We see these proposals not as 

a definitive plan. They are a set of principles and ideas we can explore together through a 

Task and Finish Group.  

2. The Context 

There is a contrast in performance on empty homes between Shropshire and the rest of 

England according to national data. In the last four years, the number of long-term empty 

properties in Shropshire has grown by more than 5%. Nationally, the number has dropped by 

28%. We are in the bottom ten percent of local authorities when it comes to dealing with 

empty homes. More than 300 local authorities perform better than us.  

 

More information on performance is at Appendix 1: Empty homes in Shropshire and England.  

In September 2014, 5,286 households were on the housing register for affordable housing in 

Shropshire. Around 35% of these are unlikely to qualify for social housing.  

Under the proposal Shropshire Council is continuing with the policy of creating Empty Home 

Action Zones (EHAZs). The first two were set up in Oswestry and Market Drayton.  

We are questioning whether the Empty Homes Strategy 2014-17 is sufficiently robust, 

proactive and localised to turn the present situation around. We question whether sufficient 

resources are being made available to make the difference we, the local communities in 

Shropshire and those in housing need want and need. 

3. Rewards 

Among the central principles of our proposal are to recognise that returning empty homes to 

use brings four main benefits: 

1) Social rewards in supplying much needed homes for the people that need them.  

http://shropshire.gov.uk/committee-services/documents/s4697/1%20Empty%20Homes%20Strategy%202014%20to%202017.pdf


2) Community rewards by bringing life to empty properties, especially in town centres.  

3) Environmental rewards in reusing existing structures rather than new build.  

4) Financial rewards from the New Homes Bonus and local expenditure from new residents.  

In stating these four rewards, we are aligned with the current version of the Empty Homes 

Strategy, but we wish to place much more emphasis on local proactive action and the 

financial mechanisms.  

4. Current Levers  

The current council tax strategy puts pressure on owners of long-term empty properties 

through council tax. We support this and recognise that Shropshire Council is imposing the 

maximum council tax surcharge on long term empty homes allowed by central government.  

However, the only direct intervention mechanisms are Empty Homes Actions Zones and 

Empty Property Incentive Grants. We think more can be done.  

5. Additional Levers  

Additional levers available to the council to encourage re-use of empty homes include the use 

of enforcement notices (S.215 notices), the CPO process, and making a charge on a property 

in respect of council tax default, which can then force a sale. Charges made on a property in 

respect of works done in default under a S. 215 notice can also be used to force a sale. These 

levers are currently not used as widely as they might be, partly due to regulatory powers 

sitting with the planning department, whose objectives are not necessarily aligned to the 

empty homes agenda.  

6. Prioritisation within Shropshire Council 

The empty homes team is currently within the public protection department, which is 

concerned with regulatory function. The objective of the team is far more to do with 

community regeneration, and would be more aligned and better supported in housing. There 

should be an examination of the revenue that the team can create through its work and how 

additional posts might be self-funding. For example, a self-funding data cleansing post could 

be created to examine council tax records and enable a more robust identification of empty 

homes, thus generating additional receipts through council tax surcharge and additional NHB 

through identification or wrongly classified empty homes. 

7. Local “Housing Forums” 

Shropshire Council has many times stated its broad ambitions to devolve decision making to 

local areas and empower communities. There is no direct mechanism for involving local 

councillors, town and parish councils or communities in the Empty Homes Strategy.  

The task for returning empty homes to occupancy is not one for us as a unitary council alone. 

We need to work with all the stakeholders – communities, social enterprises, local councils 

and housing associations. In our view, the best mechanism may be to create local “housing 

forums”. These will bring together whichever grouping of stakeholders works best for the 

locality. The housing forums might be formed under the umbrella of Local Joint Committees. 



Where existing community forums exist, the empty housing agenda could be adopted by these 

organisations, rather than creating additional groups.  

8. Training  

It should be an ambition that most projects to bring empty homes into occupancy should 

involve apprenticeships or other training schemes, perhaps delivered by local social 

enterprises or housing associations.  

9. The “Empty Homes Pot” 

We need to tilt the financial regime towards bringing empty homes back into use. We are 

proposing “an empty homes pot” funded in the following ways: 

 A pump primed grant from Shropshire Council.  

 Receipts from the New Homes Bonus for empty homes.  

 Council tax surcharges on empty homes. 

 Recovery of debt on council tax defaults for empty homes 

We believe the principle of a revolving fund is the right one but we do not have the financial 

data available to us to estimate how big this pot should and might be.  

10. Housing must be Affordable   

There is a growing struggle to provide affordable housing in Shropshire. We propose that 

empty homes returned to use after grant intervention by Shropshire Council are let or sold as 

affordable homes.  

11. Conclusion 

We need to test the viability and sustainability of new ideas and to find ways of making them 

work. We believe that what works, say, in Oswestry may not work in, say, Ludlow, 

Bridgnorth or rural area of which there are many in Shropshire. But we do believe that we can 

find ways of delivering a more ambitious empty homes strategy. 

We are proposing that Shropshire Council sets up a Task & Finish group of members to 

review and revise the Empty Homes Strategy. This might also involve representatives from 

social enterprises and housing associations.  

We suggest that revised strategy should: 

1. Build on the current strategy, including retaining Empty Homes Actions Zones where 

needed and Empty Property Incentive Grants.  

2. Set ambitious targets to return empty homes to use. 

3. Empower the empty homes team to use all the levers at their disposal to return empty 

homes to use, including direct control of S.215 notices 

4. Create an “empty homes pot” for bring properties into occupancy outside of Empty 

Homes Action Zones 

5. Ensure that training is at the heart of all empty homes conversions  

6. Create local housing forums to empower and support councillors, local councils and 

communities to work to reduce empty homes in their locality through.  



7. Use the local housing forums or LJCs to help identify wrongly listed houses so all 

long term empty homes are known to the team  

8. Ensure that all homes that are brought back into occupancy with the aid of Shropshire 

Council grants are let or sold as affordable homes.  

We also feel that the following should be looked into so the service could be improved  

9. Include a data cleansing officer so all property is correctly identified. We see this post 

as becoming self-funded after a short time.  

10. The empty homes team at present sits within Public Protection, consideration should 

be given to moving them to one more allied with their functions of returning homes 

into use at an affordable price plus helping regenerate communities. 



Appendix 1: Empty homes in Shropshire and England 
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