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1.0 Introduction 
 
1.1 East Northamptonshire Council first developed its Empty Property Strategy in 1999; and 

have had an Empty Property Strategy in place ever since. Awareness of the problems 
associated with empty properties is high on the Council’s agenda and we believe that an 
empty property is a nuisance, a wasted asset and most of all, a wasted home or 
business. 

 
1.2 Empty properties have received a lot of publicity recently from both central government 

and from the press and have featured in several television campaigns. A common 
question raised by owners is why are Councils involved in dealing with privately owned 
empty properties? some say it is none of our business. We do not agree, and neither 
does central government, as an empty property is not a stand alone issue.  

 
1.3 All property is part of a community, which can be greatly affected by a building’s 

condition and use.  In recent times communities have lost a large amount of businesses 
such as pubs and post offices with many stood vacant, residential properties may 
become empty due to the death of the owner, repossessions and having to move away 
for work.  Empty properties are a visible part of a community and when not looked after 
often stand out and can become a magnet for crime and/or anti social behaviour, which 
can affect the perception of the area by residents and visitors. 

 
1.4 We recognise that an empty property can therefore be very distressing for neighbours, 

due to the risk of them falling into disrepair, increasing crime or anti social behaviour, 
devaluing homes and having a negative visual impact on the area.  Residents who live 
next to or are attached to the empty property can feel vulnerable and fear damage to 
their property. Owners of these properties often live elsewhere, which means they do not 
experience the direct negative impacts of an empty property. 

 
1.5 An empty property brought back into use is another home for someone in the district, 

whether a private buyer or a tenant or another useable business space. East 
Northamptonshire Council has a responsibility to our residents, including those who own 
property, those living near an empty property and those in housing need. This is why we 
feel that by bringing empty properties back into use we can contribute to affordable 
housing provision and improve the economic and environmental sustainability of East 
Northamptonshire. 

 
2.0 Scope 
 
2.1 This strategy looks at all empty properties that are recorded by the local authority through 

complaints and via the council tax system and clarifies ways in which we as a Council will 
deal with empty properties, complaints relating to empty properties and ways of bringing 
them back into use. 

 
3.0 Strategy outcomes 
 
3.1 The outcomes to be delivered by this strategy are: 
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Empty Property Strategy outcomes Links to corporate outcomes (delete as 
appropriate) 

  
• Work with owners to bring the empty 

properties back into use 
• Reduction in the number of long term 

empty properties from the council tax 
list 

• Develop initiatives and assistance for 
owners of empty properties 

• Revenue return through New Homes 
Bonus and council tax 

 

• Good quality of life: cleaner 
• Good quality of life: safer 
• Good quality of life: prosperous 
• Good quality of life: sustainable 
• Effective partnership working 
 

 
4.0 Background  
 
4.1 The first East Northamptonshire Empty Property Strategy was launched in September 

1999.  It set out the Council’s priorities and provided a programme for action to address 
identified needs.  Following the development of the joint Empty Homes Project with 
Corby Borough Council, the introduction of New Homes Bonus funding for bringing 
empty properties back into use and a distinct central government drive to bring empty 
homes back, a review of the strategy was deemed necessary. Since the joint empty 
property project was deemed to be a success it has now been embedded within the 
council. 

 
4.2 Empty properties represent waste, financial expense and missed opportunities. They can 

attract vandals and squatters, devalue neighbouring properties and tie up the resources 
of local authorities. Bringing empty properties back into use is a sustainable way to meet 
future housing and business demand and helps to alleviate pressure to develop 
greenfield sites.  

 
4.3 Urban and Rural Dimensions 
 
 It is recognised that the majority of opportunities for bringing empty properties back into 

use will arise from the six towns within East Northamptonshire: Rushden, Higham 
Ferrers, Irthlingborough, Oundle, Raunds and Thrapston.  However, we are mindful of 
the impact on rural areas of the district, therefore we will prioritise according to the empty 
property priority criteria outlined within section 7 of this strategy.  

 
4.4 National Picture 
 
 There are currently approximately 600,000 empty homes in England and 200,000  of 

those are long term empty properties in private ownership that have been empty for more 
than 6 months.  

 
4.5 The Local Picture 
 
 East Northamptonshire is one of seven districts and boroughs within the County of 

Northamptonshire. It is predominantly rural with differing characteristics in the north and 
south. The north of the District consists of a network of small villages, served by the 
market towns of Oundle and Thrapston. The south is predominately ‘urban’ with the 
larger towns of Rushden, Raunds and Irthlingborough. The population of the district is 
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approximately 87,969, with Rushden the largest town. There are approximately 39,716 
residential properties in East Northamptonshire and of these approximately 387 (based 
on 2015 figures) are long term empty properties. This represents 0.97% of the housing 
stock which is a reduction from 1.85% since 2011.  

 
4.6 East Northamptonshire Council no longer owns any houses, having transferred its 

housing stock in 2001 to East Northamptonshire Housing, now called Spire Homes.  
There are also a number of other Registered Providers who work within our district. 

 
5.0 Links to Council Priorities 
 
5.1 East Northamptonshire Council has a corporate commitment to working together with the 

private and public sector agencies to bring empty property throughout East 
Northamptonshire back into use.  This is also Government policy nationally. 

 
5.2 The Council is committed to identifying and/or devising methods by which empty homes 

can be brought back into use. This revised strategy incorporates the wider objectives of 
the Housing Strategy and Corporate Plan. The Housing Strategy has specific action 
points to reduce the number of empty homes in East Northamptonshire. This strategy 
addresses the Corporate Plan’s key priority to achieve safer communities by reducing 
crime levels and preventing vandalism. It also addresses the key priority to encourage 
healthier communities. Bringing empty homes back into use will also meet our core value 
of sustainability by improving the economic and environmental sustainability of the area. 
We will also explore empty commercial buildings particularly where it is possible to bring 
them back into use as residential, as this will help to increase housing supply. This is 
also now a Government Policy nationally. 

 
5.3 The table below outlines the effects empty property can have on the community and the 

benefits of bringing such properties back into use. 
 

 
How empty properties affect us Benefits of bringing empty properties back 

into use 
Corporate Outcome 1 - Prosperous Key Priority – Regeneration and Economic 

development 
Properties remain empty despite 
housing demand 

Helps to reduce development on greenfield 
land 

Demand for affordable housing 
increased 

Provides affordable housing 

Properties falling into disrepair 
affecting the communities 

Regenerates communities, prevents properties 
falling into decline and makes the area more 
attractive to both future residents and 
businesses 

Local trades not being utilised to 
maintain properties 

Increases attraction of investment 

Closed businesses in towns become 
an eyesore and missed development 
opportunities, leaving businesses 
reluctant to invest in the area 

Helps regenerate an area and bringing invest 
to towns and villages 

Corporate Outcome 2 - Sustainable Key priority – Sustainable development 
Affects communities with businesses 
and residents leaving the area 

Ensures that a proportion of the housing 
demand is met through empty homes 
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Greenfield land developed on to meet 
housing need 

Protects greenfield land 

Properties fall into disrepair Brings investment and opportunities to 
communities 

Corporate Outcome 3 - Clean  
Eyesores lowering the value of 
surrounding areas and properties 

Improves appearance of the area encouraging 
investment 

Deterioration of appearance and fabric 
of empty property and neighbouring 
properties 

Improves overall housing condition and 
prevents the empty property from causing 
damage to the adjoining properties 

Opportunity for rubbish dumping and 
infestation (health and safety risk) 

Reduces fly tipping incidents and vandalism 

Corporate Outcome - Safe  
Increased crime such as vandalism 
and arson, squatting and properties 
used for drug use 

Reduces crime levels, including all forms of 
vandalism and reduces the risk of members of 
the public coming into contact with drug 
paraphernalia 

Key Priority 3 – Financial Stability  
Lost revenues from Council Tax and 
Business rates  

Increased revenue generation to the Council in 
the form of Council tax and Business Rates  

Complaints require significant officer 
time and enforcement work where 
necessary 

Council receives funding through the New 
Homes Bonus Scheme of Government for 
bringing long term empty properties back into 
use. 

 Areas become regenerated increasing 
attraction for residents and businesses 

 
6.0 Housing Need 
 
6.1 There are a number of factors influencing the level of need for affordable housing. The 

current financial climate and the decline in the housing market has resulted in it 
becoming harder to buy a property and get a mortgage and this has greatly affected 
those on a low or average incomes. This is reflected in the increasing level of interest in 
low cost home ownership products. The District is an increasingly popular place to live; 
which puts pressure on the existing homes available, leading to a knock-on effect on 
affordable housing. 

  
6.2 The rehabilitation of empty properties is seen as a key part of future housing supply and 

an important element of the Council’s Housing Strategy. Bringing empty properties back 
into use is a sustainable way of meeting housing demand and can also help to 
regenerate surrounding communities. There is a lack of affordable properties, therefore 
the Council would like to see all of its long term empty property types brought back into 
use whether they are houses, flats above shops or former commercial units. 

 
7.0 Identifying Empty Properties 
 
7.1 Although the Government classes a property as being long term empty after six months, 

this strategy places particular importance on properties which have been empty for 12 
months or more, and those that are becoming increasingly problematic within the 
community.  We realise that many of the empty properties will be empty in the short term 
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pending sale, repair or modernisation. Therefore it is unlikely that a property that has 
been empty for less than 12 months will meet our prioritisation criteria to be targeted. 

 
7.2 A key part of this Empty Property Strategy is to establish the current picture on empty 

properties within East Northamptonshire. In order to do this we have been provided with 
information from Council Tax records to find out how many empty homes there are, 
where they are located in the district, how long they have been empty and the reasons 
for this. A number of these owners have already been written to and are working with us 
on finding ways to bring their property back into use. However there are also a number of 
empty properties out there that we are not aware of and others that have yet to be 
prioritised and formally contacted by officers. 

 
7.3 In January 2017, Council Tax information indicated that there were 724 empty properties 

down from 1391 in December 2010 of which 387 were long term empty properties, i.e. 
empty for more than 6 months; this is a reduction from 687 over the same period. Around 
113 have been empty for 2 years or more, this strategy focuses on these long term 
empty properties. 

   
8.0 Targeting the Problem 
 
8.1 All empty properties are seen as a wasted resource however there are particular 

properties which are regarded as priority properties and receive higher scores on our 
prioritisation matrix that determines which properties we will concentrate on. These are 
identified in the following way: 

 
• Regular justified complaints and enquiries from members of the public and elected 

members regarding the physical state of the property 
• Legal notices previously served on the property 
• Land charges against the property 
• Referrals from other organisations and departments 
• Publicity campaign feedback 

 
9.0 Barriers to Bringing Empty Properties Back Into Use 
 
9.1 Properties can become empty for many different reasons such as the death of an owner, 

pending sale or probate, but for a property to remain empty there are often more specific 
reasons, for example: 

 
Barrier Possible solution 

Lack of awareness of support 
available 

 
Target and inform empty property owners of 
financial assistance available 
 

Deterioration of property 

 
Inform owner of all possible options for property 
i.e. demolition, sale in current state, 
improvement with assistance  
 

Family dispute 
 
Liaise with family members and explore options 
/ consider enforcement 
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Ownership of the property is 
unclear 

 
Contact the possible owner / Land registry / 
Identify third party legal rights 
 

 
 
10.0 Commercial Properties 
 
10.1 There are a number of commercial properties such as shops, offices, and industrial units 

that are vacant.  Whilst we are unable to prevent this happening we will respond to 
complaints regarding such premises.   

 
10.2 We do not have the same legal powers to require commercial premises to be brought 

back into use as we do with empty properties but we do have some powers to deal with 
issues that may affect the sites.  Common problems experienced at empty commercial 
units include the building becoming insecure, allowing access inside the property, which 
can result in the theft and damage inside; flytipping and littering on land and the sites 
becoming overgrown. 

 
10.3 As part of the strategy we will assist owners of empty commercial premises with advice 

and guidance on ways of preventing their buildings from becoming insecure and 
attractive to fly tippers.  Where necessary enforcement action will be taken to ensure 
sites are secured and unauthorised access is prevented. Where possible we will look to 
encourage conversion of redundant and empty commercial buildings to residential use as 
a further supply of new housing. Planning legislation has been relaxed allowing some 
permitted development rights to be utilised when converting commercial premises to 
residential. 
 

11.0 Living Over the Shops (LOTS) 
 

11.1 East Northants has a number of empty flats above shops and these properties tend not 
to be as easily noticeable as empty houses.  In some cases these flats are used as 
additional storage for the business downstairs or haven’t been used for a number of 
years and require significant repairs to be completed in order for these to be let out.  In 
some cases flats above shops remain empty as a separate access for the flat has not 
been provided, which is not attractive to the commercial business or prospective tenants.  

 
11.2 Flats above shops provide an ideal opportunity for single persons and couples looking for 

a property to rent and enables easy access to local services without the need for a car.  
Previous schemes have been undertaken in the past to improve some of the flats above 
shops to bring them back into use.   

  
11.3 Owners of vacant properties above shops have also been written to in order to try to 

understand why they are empty and to discuss ways of bringing them back into use.  In 
some cases the building is leased or owned by national chains and bringing the flat into 
use has not been part of the company’s proposals.  We aim to work with all owners to 
bring more of this valuable resource back into use. 

 
11.4 In 2013 a survey of Rushden High Street was undertaken in order to ascertain the   

current situation with regards to space over shops and the existing numbers of 
accommodation and the potential for new units. It was found that there were 65 units of 
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accommodation already existing, but there was potential for 93 new ones in disused 
space and vacant commercial areas. It is hoped that in the future, a specialised funding 
stream might be identified that could be used for this purpose. 

 
12.0 Dealing with Empty Properties 
 
12.1 Reducing the number of empty properties directly brings revenue money to the Council 

through the New Homes Bonus scheme, which provides the equivalent council tax for the 
property brought back into use for a period of five years down from six years as of 2017; 
this will reduce to four years by 2020.  We continue to concentrate on the top 50 
properties that have been prioritised as being the most in need of targeting.  As 
properties come back into use from this list, more are added to ensure that 50 are 
worked on at all times.   
 

12.2 Council tax will continue to provide us with an updated list of all the empty properties in 
the district, the owners will be written to in order to open a dialogue with them.  This will 
assist the Council in understanding what their plans are for the property and to provide 
any help or advice that maybe necessary to bring the property back into use.   
 

12.3 In addition to the Council tax list, complaints are received about properties that are empty 
but the owner of the property pay full council tax and are therefore not listed as being 
empty.  In these instances the complaint issue raised is looked at and dealt with 
wherever possible, if the property is simply empty, contact with the owner will be made 
and it will be assessed as to whether the property should be added to the top 50 list.  
 

12.4 By continuing to make contact with owners of the empty properties we aim to work with 
them to bring the properties back into use and to ensure that they do not fall into further 
disrepair while work is ongoing or planned for the future.  Owners will be contacted on a 
regular basis to discuss the progress of the work and to be provided with timely advice 
and guidance where necessary.  Owners who fail to make contact with us will receive 
several letters attempting to make contact and if this continues to fail further enforcement 
action may be considered. 
 

12.5 We are always looking at new ways of helping to bring empty properties back into use 
and work with the Housing Associations within the district as well as with other local 
Social Enterprises to understand how further assistance can be provided to bring 
properties back into use.  The empty properties within the district are spread over the 
whole area from villages to towns.  Larger towns such as Rushden have a higher number 
of empty properties; however we have not identified any hotspot areas that have a high 
proportion of empty properties at this time. 

 
13.0 Council Tax discount 
 
13.1 In line with local authorities across the country, East Northamptonshire Council no longer 

provides a council tax discount for empty properties. For all empty properties 100% 
council tax is charged, where the property has been empty for more than two years this 
is increased to 150% council tax charge.  
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14.0 Enforcement 
 
14.1 Whilst the Council’s intention is to work in partnership with owners, landlords and 

organisations in East Northamptonshire, there may be occasions where the Council’s 
statutory enforcement powers will need to be employed.  

 
14.2 Empty Dwelling Management Orders 
 
 An Empty Dwelling Management Order can be used if the owner of an empty property 

has turned down the Council’s offers to help bring the property back into use or 
repeatedly refused to engage with the Council. If they can offer no good reason why the 
property should remain empty, and the property is in decline, the Council can apply for 
an order to use the home to meet housing need without the owner’s permission, for a 
temporary period. 

 
14.3 An Empty Dwelling Management Order (EDMO) gives the Council the right to possession 

of the property. The intention of an EDMO is to bridge the gap between voluntary 
measures and compulsory purchase powers. It enables the Council to step into the 
shoes of the owner and manage their property. To gain an EDMO an application must be 
made to the Residential Property Tribunal, who will assess the evidence provided to 
them and determine if the interim EDMO is reasonable.  After this time the Council can 
apply for a full EDMO which can last for up to 7 years.   

 
14.4 The current legislative criteria for applying for an EDMO are that the property must be 

empty for more than 2 years, the application of an EDMO can only be made where the 
properties have become a magnet for vandalism, squatters and other forms of anti social 
behaviour and that the owner of the property is given at least three months notice of the 
Councils intention to seek an EDMO.  

 
14.5 Compulsory Purchase Orders and Enforced Sales 
 
 Both of these powers have been available to local authorities for many years.  Enforced 

sales are used where a property has a number of charges registered against it, for 
example if legal notices were served on the owner of the property for works to be done 
and this was not completed the Council can carry out work in default and place the 
charges on the property.  Some pieces of legislation that the Council use are classed as 
priority charges, which enable the council to seek an order for sale of the property in 
order to recover their costs.  An order can be requested from the courts for charges that 
exceed £300.  

 
14.6 Compulsory purchase orders is a more lengthy legal process that enables a local 

authority to forcibly buy a property without the owners consent.  This requires approval 
from full council and must take into account valuation of the property.  The property 
would then be owned by the Council as an asset and brought back into use and sold. 
The use of Compulsory Purchase Orders is considered for the most problematic and long 
term empty properties and has been sought in cases where no other action is available. 

 
14.7 Other powers available 
 
 If properties become a nuisance to neighbours the Council can use other powers 

available such as the Environmental Protection Act, Public Health Acts and Planning 
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Enforcement powers.  Each case will be considered on its merits and the most 
appropriate powers used. 

 
15.0 Monitoring and reviewing progress 
 
 The national empty homes picture is monitored by Central government through the yearly 

Council tax returns. The correct reporting of council tax returns is essential and ensures 
that the Council receives revenue money from the government through the New Homes 
Bonus scheme, which provides the equivalent of 6 years of council tax, reducing down to 
4 years (as stated in section 12.1) for each property brought back into use.  In addition 
an update from Council Tax is requested regarding the properties we have been in 
contact with to update our records on which are now back in use.   

 
 
 



East Northamptonshire Council   Page 14 of 19 
Empty Property Strategy – version 2.0 March 2017 
Author: Jenny Walker, Environmental Protection Manager 

 
Appendix A  
 

 
 
 

EIA Initial Screening Form – Empty Property Strategy 
 
1. Name of Policy:  

2. Name and Job title / role of person 
completing Initial Screening: 

Jenny Walker 
Environmental Protection Manager 

3. What is the main purpose of the 
strategy? 
 

To establish a clear and consistent approach 
for dealing with empty properties within the 
district, in line with legislation, government 
guidance and housing need. 

4. Who is the strategy aimed at? 
 
 

The strategy clarifies which properties the 
Council will concentrate on to bring back into 
use and the reason for our involvement, 
therefore this document is aimed at all 
residents and owners of property within the 
district. 

5. How is the success of the strategy 
measured? 
 

The numbers of empty properties is 
measured yearly by central government 
through the Council Tax returns, in addition 
the Empty Homes  work has a target within 
the Councils Service plan.  

6. Are equality monitoring systems for 
the Policy in place? 
 
 
 

No 
 
(If yes give details) 
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7. Use the following table to indicate using a :  

a) Where you think that the Policy could have a positive impact on any of the 
groups or contribute to promoting equality of opportunity or improving 
relations within equality groups. 

b) Where you think that the Policy could have a negative impact on any of the 
equality groups i.e. it could disadvantage them. 

c) Where you think that the Policy could have a neutral impact on any of the 
equality group i.e. no impact 

 
Equality Group Positive 

Impact 
Negative 
Impact 

Neutral 
Impact 

Reason 

Gender:     
Women/Girls     

Men/Boys     

Transgender people     

Sexual Orientation:     
Lesbians, gay men and 
bisexuals 

    

Race/Ethnicity:     
White British people      

White non-British people 
(including Irish people) 

    

Asian or Asian British people     

Black or Black British people     

People of mixed heritage     

Chinese people     

Travellers (Gypsy/Roma/Irish 
heritage) 

    

People from other ethnic groups     
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Equality Group Positive 
Impact 

Negative 
Impact 

Neutral 
Impact 

Reason 

People who do not have English 
as their first language 
 
 

   Any party who does 
not have English as 
their first language 
will be assisted 
through the use of 
interpreters and 
where appropriate 
legal notices and 
letters will be 
translated 

Disability:     
Physical impairment, e.g mobility 
issues which mean using a 
wheelchair or crutches. 

    

Sensory impairment, e.g 
blind/having a serious visual 
impairment, deaf/having a 
serious hearing impairment. 

    

Mental health condition, e.g 
depression or schizophrenia 

    

Learning disability/difficulty, e.g. 
Down’s syndrome or dyslexia, or 
cognitive impairment such as 
autistic spectrum disorder 

    

Long-standing illness or health 
condition, e.g. cancer, HIV. 
Diabetes, chronic heart disease 
or epilepsy 

    

Other health problems or 
impairments (please specify if 
appropriate) 

    

Age:     
Older People (60+)     

Children and Young People (see 
guidance for definition) 

    

Religion/Belief:     
Christian     

Buddhist     

Hindu     

Jewish     

Muslim     
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Equality Group Positive 
Impact 

Negative 
Impact 

Neutral 
Impact 

Reason 

Sikh     

Other religion (including holding 
no belief) 
 
 

    

Other Potentially Affected 
Groups 

    

Rural Isolation - People who live 
in rural areas e.g. isolated 
geographically, lack of internet 
access 

    

Socio–economic Exclusion – e.g. 
people who are on benefits, have 
low educational attainment, 
single parents, people living in 
poor  quality housing, people 
who have poor access to 
services, the unemployed  or any  
combination of  these and the 
other protected strands 

   The strategy aims to 
provide more 
housing choices for 
residents within the 
area by bringing 
empty properties 
back into use in 
particular in areas of 
high housing 
demand where 
affordable housing 
is required. 

Any other potentially affected 
groups (please specify) 

    

8. If you have indicated that there is a negative impact on any group: 

a) Is that impact against legislation? Yes  No  

b) What is the level of impact? High       Low  

9. Could you minimise or remove any 
negative impact that is of low 
significance?  

N/A 
 

10. Could you improve a positive impact 
of the Policy?  
 

No  

11. If there is no evidence that the Policy 
promotes equality of opportunity or 
improved relations, could it be adapted 
so that it does?  

 

Head of Service signature   
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Equality Group Positive 
Impact 

Negative 
Impact 

Neutral 
Impact 

Reason 

Date of Initial Screening:       
 

NOTE  

If a negative impact has been highlighted and it is possibly discriminatory and not 
intended and/or of high impact you must complete a Full EIA.  

If not, you should still consider if completing a Full EIA would be helpful in making a 
thorough assessment.  
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