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Empty Homes in Scotland 

 
1. There many reasons why a property can be empty. For example, properties could 

be empty for a transitional period when an owner is in hospital or in prison. An 
owner could also have moved but they may be finding it difficult to sell their 
property. 

 
2. Long term empty properties can be caused by a variety of reasons. A common 

reason is that homes have been bought to be renovated, but circumstances, for 
example a lack of money, have meant that these works have taken longer than 
initially anticipated or have had to be placed on hold indefinitely.  

 
3. Another common cause is bereavement and inheritance of properties. Often legal 

issues can arise around such inheritances and the process of sale in accordance 
with the deceased wishes can take longer than anticipated.1  

 
4. Orkney Islands Council also notes that in its area it is also common that a farm 

property is bought for its land, there is no immediate need for the housing and 
renting such a property could be problematic in the centre of a farm.2  

 
5. Long-term empty homes can reduce available housing supply. Empty homes in 

poor condition can also have a negative impact on local neighbourhoods.  
 

6. Second homes also restrict available housing supply in local communities although 
it could be argued that second homes raise a slightly different set of issues. It could 
be argued that second homes contribute to local economies and are generally in 
better condition than long term empty properties.   

 
The scale of empty homes 
  
7. National Records of Scotland data shows that of the 2.60 million dwellings in 

Scotland in 2017, 105,000 (4%) were unoccupied. These unoccupied dwellings 
include second homes (25,700, 1% of all dwellings) and vacant properties (79,200, 
3% of all dwellings). Vacant properties include new homes which are yet to be 
occupied, and dwellings which are empty and awaiting demolition, amongst others. 

 
8. There is also data on empty properties from council tax records.3 In some cases, 

an empty property can be exempt from council tax, for example where the owner 
is in prison or in care. Other properties may be exempt from council tax for a time 

                                            
1 Information from Orkney Islands Empty Homes Strategy  
2 Orkney Islands Council Empty Homes Strategy 
http://www.orkney.gov.uk/Files/Housing/Housing%20Options/Empty_Homes_Strategy_Fund.pdf 
3 https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-
Regeneration/HSfS/LTemptysecondhomes/EmptySecondhometables 

https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/files/statistics/household-estimates/2017/house-est-17-publication.pdf
http://www.orkney.gov.uk/Files/Housing/Housing%20Options/Empty_Homes_Strategy_Fund.pdf
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/HSfS/LTemptysecondhomes/EmptySecondhometables
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/HSfS/LTemptysecondhomes/EmptySecondhometables
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limited period e.g. where there is renovation work being undertaken.4 Local 
authorities also have powers regarding discounts and additional charges for long 
term empty properties (see further below).  

 
9. The council tax data for 2018 shows that:  

 
• 39,100 properties had been empty for six months or more, of these 24,471 

had been empty for 12 months or more.    
• 24,907 properties were second homes.  For council tax purposes, second 

homes are defined as homes which are furnished and lived in for at least 25 
days in any twelve month period, but not as someone’s sole or main 
residence.  

• 45,485 had an unoccupied exemption.  
 

10. There are variations between local authorities. Based on the council tax data, the 
number of properties empty for 6 months or more is 1.5% of dwellings across 
Scotland. However, this figure varies and is highest in rural areas; Shetland Isles 
(4.7%), Na h-Eileanan Siar (3.5%) Argyll and Bute and Orkney Isles (2.7%).  
 

11. Second homes are also particularly concentrated in rural areas. The council tax 
data shows that across Scotland 0.9% of dwellings are classed as second homes. 
This proportion rises to 6.7% in Argyll and Bute, 5.6% in Nah-Eileanan Siar and 
3.3% in Highland.5  

 
Tackling the problem of empty properties 
 
12. Local authorities have some powers to allow them to address empty properties. In 

particular, local authorities have some discretionary powers over council tax 
charges for empty properties. Local authorities have flexibility to vary the council 
tax discount between 10% and 50% for certain long-term empty properties up to 
12 months.  
 

13. Since 1st April 2013, local authorities have also been allowed6 to remove the 
discount or charge a council tax increase of up to 100% (i.e. double the rate of 
council tax otherwise payable) for certain properties which have been empty for 12 
months or more. There is flexibility in how this power is applied ie an additional 
charge could only be applied in certain areas where there is a particular problem. 

 
14. A BBC news article in September 2018 reported results of an FOI request that 

revealed at the point 26 councils had used the power to charge additional council 
tax raising an additional £36m in revenue. Local authorities are free to use that 
additional revenue as they wish.  

 

                                            
4 Exemptions are set out in the Council Tax (Exempt Dwellings) (Scotland) Order 1997   
5 Some second homes owners may have classified their properties as short term lets and gain 
advantage from the small business bonus scheme meaning owners do not pay any business rates. 
The Scottish Government are seeking to close this loophole through the non-domestic rates bill. 
6 As a result of the Local Government Finance (Unoccupied Properties etc.) (Scotland) Act 2012 
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15. Local authorities also have discretionary powers to require owners to improve 
properties in poor condition (for example they can serve a work notice7 on the 
owner of a property). However, these powers are not used that frequently. In some 
cases, attempts at bringing empty properties back into use can be frustrated if 
owners cannot be traced. Local authorities also have powers to use compulsory 
purchase orders but again these are used infrequently and as a last resort measure 

 
16. The Empty Homes Partnership Annual Report 2017/18 states that a consistent 

theme from local authorities has been the desire for more empty homes 
enforcement tools in Scotland. The 2016 Programme for Government committed 
Scottish Government to introduce “interim measures to modernise CPO in advance 
of legislation.” The partnership is calling for the introduction of Compulsory Sale 
Order powers require an empty home that has been vacant or derelict, for an undue 
period of time, to be sold by public auction to the highest bidder. 

 
Empty Homes Partnership 
  

17. Since 2010, the Scottish Government has funded the Empty Homes Partnership, 
based within Shelter Scotland. The aim of the partnership is to encourage private 
sector empty properties back into use. It does this in a number of ways: offering 
advice to individual owners; supporting a network of empty homes practitioners in 
councils and other bodies; and developing policy and practice ideas. In the year 
2017/18, 742 homes were brought back into use through engagement with the 
Empty Homes Partnership bringing the total number of homes brought back since 
the partnership was established to 3,216.8 
 

18. A number of councils have some sort of specific empty homes officer support). The 
types of activities empty homes officers can support include, for example:  

 
• Provide owners with advice on selling or renovating a property 
• Help with finding a tenant or buyer  
• Financial support, for example, Argyll and Bute Council has discretionary 

empty homes grant and loans to support owners of long-term empty 
properties to bring homes back into use as affordable housing9. 
 

19. The Scottish Government have also established a Rural and Islands Housing Fund 
that runs to 2021. The fund can be used, amongst other reasons, for bringing empty 
properties in rural areas back into use. 

 

                                            
7 Under the Housing (Scotland) Act 2006 
8 Scottish Empty Homes Partnership Annual Report 2017/18 
https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/1539483/Shelter_EmptyHomes_AnnualRe
port_2018.pdf 
9 https://www.argyll-bute.gov.uk/housing/empty-homes 

https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/1539483/Shelter_EmptyHomes_AnnualReport_2018.pdf
https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/empty_homes
https://www.mygov.scot/rural-housing-fund/
https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/1539483/Shelter_EmptyHomes_AnnualReport_2018.pdf
https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/1539483/Shelter_EmptyHomes_AnnualReport_2018.pdf
https://www.argyll-bute.gov.uk/housing/empty-homes

