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1.0 Expected Outcome 

1.1 The introduction of these proposals will assist in encouraging Owners of empty 
properties to bring them back into use.   They will also generate additional income 
from changes to discounts on empty properties and Empty Homes Premium (EHP) 
on Long Term Empty Properties (LTEP). This could be used to offset the costs of the 
Council Tax Reduction Scheme (CTRS) and other budget savings the Council is 
required to make. These proposals are made in line with the Councils objectives for 
Empty Homes and the Councils Empty Homes Officer has been involved in the 
discussion. 

2.0 Recommendation 

2.1 It is recommended that Cabinet:- 

 (1) consider the proposals in the report; and 

(2)  approve that the proposals in the report form the basis of consultation 
with stakeholders and return to Cabinet and Council for final 
consideration in February 2021. 

3.0 Background and Proposals 

3.1 The current levels of Council Tax Discount and Premia and the proposed levels are 
set out below.  

Reason property empty Current Discount Proposed Discount 

Unoccupied and Unfurnished  100% for 6 months 100% for 28 days  

Major Works  100% for 12 months No discount  

Long Term Empty between 2 
– 5 Years 

50% EHP 100% EHP from 1.4.2021 
(i.e. 200% council tax 
payable from 1.4.2021) 



Reason property empty Current Discount Proposed Discount 

Long Term Empty  for 
between 5 and 10 years 

50% EHP 100% EHP from 1.4.2021 
(i.e. 200% council tax 
payable from 1.4.2021) 

200% EHP from 1.4.2022 
(i.e. 300% council tax 
payable from 1.4.2022) 

Long Term Empty over 10 
years 

50% EHP 100% EHP from 1.4.2021 
(i.e. 200% council tax 
payable from 1.4.2021) 

200% EHP from 1.4.2022 
(i.e. 300% council tax 
payable from 1.4.2022) 

300% EHP payable from 
1.4.2023 
(i.e. 400% council tax 
payable from 1.4.2023 ) 

3.2 Unoccupied and Unfurnished 

3.2.1 The proposal is to reduce the period of the 100% discount from 6 months to 1 month. 
It was considered whether to offer a discount at all but it was felt reasonable to offer a 
period to allow time for new purchasers to move in and also for landlords to find new 
tenants. Often tenants have a short overlap in tenancies when moving and by 
allowing the discount this would avoid those council tax payers picking up a charge 
for the overlapping period on an unfurnished let. Many authorities have taken this 
approach already and both Lancaster and Copeland have reduced their discount 
period from 6 months to 1 month.  

3.2.2 This would also affect newly built properties in that they would also only get the 
discount for 1 month from the date that a Completion Notice is issued.  

3.2.3 There are currently 354 properties getting the 100% discount. However only 26 of 
these have been unoccupied and unfurnished for less than 1 month.  

3.3  Major Repair/ Structural Alteration 

3.3.1 SLDC currently offers 100% discount for up to 12 months for properties undergoing 
structural alteration or are requiring or undergoing major repair work to render them 
habitable. The discount applies whilst the property remains unoccupied and 
unfurnished and it is less than 6 months since the work completed.  The Legislation 
allows authorities to vary the level of discount offered however the period of the 
discount must be for 12 months and cannot be varied. There are currently 117 
properties across the district receiving this 100% discount.  

3.3.2 It is argued that it is not appropriate that council tax payers should effectively 
subsidise those who chose not to occupy a property whilst they were undertaking 
work to it, whereas other families may have to continue to occupy and do the work 
around them as they couldn’t afford to live elsewhere during this period. 

3.3.3 Dealing with these applications is time consuming to verify whether the discount 
applies and in a lot of cases a Locality Officer is asked to make an inspection. It is a 
contentious area with council tax payers who often feel that work that is 
“modernisation” should give rise to the discount and this results in the council tax 
payers disagreeing with our decision to refuse the discount.  If a council tax payer 
disagrees with our decision not to award a discount they have a right of appeal to the 
Valuation Tribunal.  



3.3.4 We have checked with other Authorities and most have reduced the level of discount 
awarded, as shown in Appendix 1.  

3.3.5 If the discount were to be reduced to 0% this would avoid the area of contention over 
eligibility for the discount and remove this workload for both the case management 
and locality teams.  

3.3.6 For the financial year 2019/20 the amount of discount awarded totalled £337,435.13 
and applied to 379 properties. The band breakdown for those properties is  

Band  Number of discounts  

A 40 

B 58 

C 77 

D 78 

E 60 

F 35 

G 26 

H 5 

  
3.3.7 One potential situation highlighted may be first time buyers who may not be able to 

afford to pay a council tax bill on top of the cost of buying a home and paying for the 
necessary works. It is felt that any cases such as these could make an application 
under the councils Section 13A hardship policy and this would be based on financial 
need for assistance.  

3.3.8 A property may be moved to a higher or lower band because its size or internal 
structure has been altered. A property may have been increased in size, decreased 
in size (such as partly demolished) or changed in some other way, for example 
divided into flats or smaller self-contained units, or converted into a single property.  
A property that’s increased in size will not move to a higher band until it’s next 
purchased.  

3.4  Council Tax Premium 

3.4.1 The current rate of council tax charged by South Lakeland on Long Term Empty 
Homes is 150% (100% charge + 50% premium) and has been since the 1st April 
2013.  

3.4.2 Legislation introduced in March 2018 originally contained provision for councils to 
double the rate of tax on properties that had been empty for 2 years or more, with 
effect from 1st April 2019. The government introduced an amendment to this in 
November 2018 – The Rating (Property in Common Occupation) and Council Tax 
(Empty Dwellings) Act 2018, which allows councils to triple the council tax on homes 
left empty for 5 to 10 years and quadruple it for those left empty for more than a 
decade. 

3.4.3 Councils have discretion whether to use the extra flexibility to increase bills and 
incentivise owners to bring long-standing empty homes back into use. Councils are 
free to use funds from the premium without restriction. 

3.4.4 The vast majority of councils have introduced 50 per cent premiums on long-term 
empty homes. Decisions on whether to charge a premium, and the exact rates to be 
charged will remain a matter for each local council, taking local circumstances into 
account. 



3.4.5 The government is clear that the premium must not be applied where homeowners 
can demonstrate that their properties are genuinely on the market for sale or rent, or 
in cases of hardship. Councils will also need to take into account the issues of low-
demand areas. This is in line with SLDC`s current policy for granting Local 
Exceptions to the Premium.  

3.4.6 Councils have powers to refrain from charging the empty homes premium in 
individual cases, and there are various exemptions. No council tax at all can be 
charged on empty properties where the liable council taxpayer:  

 has gone into care or hospital, is severely mentally impaired or has gone 
elsewhere to provide care;  

 is living elsewhere in armed forces accommodation for job-related purposes; 

 has died and probate has yet to be granted; and 

 No council tax premium can be charged on annexes being used as part of a 
main property.  

3.4.7 Councils already have powers and incentives to tackle empty homes. Through the 
New Homes Bonus scheme introduced in 2011, councils earn the same financial 
reward for bringing an empty home back into use as for building a new one. Since 
2013, councils have been able to charge a 50% premium on the council tax bills of 
owners of homes empty for two years or more. The Council currently has 271 Long 
Term Empty Properties paying the 50% premium.  
This has raised the following additional council tax: 

 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 
(to date) 

Total Premium paid £210,420 £182,882 £176,963 £234,784 

These figures are the additional 50% and splits out as below: 

SLDC £23,146 £18,288 £17,696 £23,478 

CCC £159,707 £135,332 £130,952 £173,740 

POLICE £27,565 £25,603 £24,774 £32,870 

 
3.4.8 If doubled, it would be safe to assume a number of the properties would come back 

into use.  A total council tax bill of over £3,000 would be payable on average against 
a long term empty property, this would in all likelihood encourage some owners to 
bring the properties back into use. This is the stated intention of the proposed charge. 
Therefore introducing the 100% premium in 2021/22 wouldn’t double the above 
figures.  If there were no change in use then the proposals would generate additional 
council tax of around £0.5m per year for each 100% increase: if increasing the 
premium reduced the number of long term empty homes by 50% then this would 
increase the number of homes by 117 properties.    

3.4.9 The current long term empty properties paying the 50% premium are broken down as 
follows: 

 Empty between 2 and 5 Years: 160 properties (approx. 153 Band D Equiv)  

 Empty between 5 and 10 Years: 52 properties (approx. 49 Band D Equiv)  

 Empty more than 10 Years: 59 Properties (approx. 57 Band D Equiv)  

3.4.10 It should be noted that the council tax payer may choose to furnish their properties 
thus avoiding the premium. As it stands a furnished Long Term Empty property is 
classed as a second home with no premium charged. There may also be an increase 
in charge payers seeking an exemption the grounds of hardship in line with the 
current policy attached at Appendix 2. 



3.5 If approved these proposals will go out to public consultation and will then go before 
Cabinet and Full Council in February 2021 for approval of the final proposals (taking 
into account the feedback from the consultation).   

4.0 Consultation 

4.1 These proposals are made in consultation with the Council’s Empty Homes Officer 
and Finance Lead Specialist (Section 151 Officer). Officers have contacted 
colleagues in neighbouring Authorities for their experience of revising their discounts 
and premia and reviewed discounts and premia are in place elsewhere.  

4.2 The proposals have been before informal Cabinet. They will go out to public 
consultation from 26th November 2020 for 6 weeks.  The results of the consultation 
will be reflected in the final proposals to be considered by Cabinet and Full Council in 
February 2021  

4.3 Any taxpayers who would be facing increased bills from 1.4.2021 following the final 
proposals will be written to following this meeting detailing the changes and 
signposting the consultation.  Following and this will give them time to mitigate 
against any increased costs.  

5.0 Alternative Options 

5.1 The proposals are made having consulted with the Empty Homes Officer and having 
looked at the discount and premia levels offered by other Local Authorities.  

5.2 Unoccupied and Unfurnished 

5.2.1 The discount can be removed altogether, or awarded for a specified period of up to 
the 6 month period currently offered by SLDC. 

5.2.2 To remove the discount altogether would disadvantage residents moving between 
properties, particularly those in rented properties as there is often a slight overlap in 
tenancy dates. If the discount was removed altogether they would incur a council tax 
charge for this period of the overlap and this would lead to a rise in complaints and 
perhaps non-payment. Often we are given conflicting dates relating to moves in and 
out and by retaining a discount period of up to one month this should cover any such 
cases and avoid bills being issue for a period of a day. It was also felt reasonable to 
allow a short period of discount to allow landlords time to find new tenants before 
incurring a council tax charge but that leaving the period of discount at 6 months 
reduces the financial incentive for the property to be reoccupied.  

5.3 Major Repair/ Structural Alteration  

5.3.1 Should a discount be offered it must be offered for the full 12 month period, however 
the discount can be set at an amount between 0% and 100%. An alternative would 
be to retain the current level of 100% discount or reduce the amount to say 50%. By 
offering 100% discount there is no financial incentive for the property to be 
reoccupied and there is an administrative cost in dealing with the applications for 
discount. If a lesser amount was offered that may be received better by taxpayers 
who are undertaking works to their properties, however the administrative cost would 
remain the same irrespective of level of discount offered.  

5.3.2 It is also anticipated that should the proposal to reduce the unoccupied and 
unfurnished discount to one month be approved there would be an increase in 
applications for the major repair/structural alteration discount. .  

5.4 Premia 

5.4.1 The level of premium charged could remain at 50%.  This is not recommended as it 
does not deliver the same level of deterrent for keeping a property empty as the 
proposals. 



6.0 Links to Council Priorities 

6.1 It is expected that these proposals will encourage owners of empty properties to 
make them available for housing, either by putting them up for sale or rent, thereby 
increasing housing across the district.  

7.0 Implications 

Financial, Resources and Procurement 

7.1.1 The total amount of council tax collectable is based on the total number of dwellings 
in the area, adjusted for premiums, discounts, exemptions and reductions including 
the Council Tax Reduction Scheme (CTRS).  Some discounts and exemptions are 
related to the property (such as empty properties), the number or type of occupants 
(such as single person discounts or student exemptions) and some, such as CTRS 
or disabled discounts, relate to the personal circumstances of the occupants.   

7.1.2 It is estimated that the discounts on unoccupied and unfurnished properties and 
properties undergoing major works reduce the council tax collectable by £509,000 
per year.  Under the proposals in this report the total cost of discounts will reduce to 
£29,000 per year. 

7.1.3 It is estimated the total premium generated on long term empty properties will be 
£252,000 this year.  The proposed increases in the premium will increase this income 
by around £0.5m for each 100% increase in premium if there is no change in use of 
property.  The majority of this additional income would be payable to Cumbria County 
Council (74%), Cumbria Police and Crime Commissioner (14%).  This Council will 
retain around 10% of the total income collected under each option. 

7.1.4 This is summarised as: 

   Type of discount / premium   2020/21 2020/21 2021/22 2022/23 2023/24 

  

 

 

Band D 
equiv £ £ £ £ 

A Unoccupied and unfurnished Discount 354 172,109 28,685 28,685 28,685 

  

 

       

B Major works Discount 173 337,400 0 0 0 

  

 

       

  Long Term Empty 
       

   - 2 to 5 years 
 153 148,773 297,545 595,090 892,636 

   - 5 to 10 years 
 49 47,646 95,292 190,585 285,877 

   - over 10 years 
 57 55,425 110,850 221,700 332,551 

C   Total Long Term Empty Premium 235 251,844 503,688 1,007,375 1,511,063 

A+B-
C 

Total council tax relating to these 
discounts and premia Net 292 257,666 

-
475,003 -978,690 

-
1,482,378 

  

Additional council tax collectable if 
no change in behaviour compared 
to current year 

      732,668 1,236,356 1,740,044 

  Additional council tax collectable split between 
      

  SLDC 199.54   75,175 126,856 178,537 

  Parish Councils (average) 39.05   14,712 24,826 34,940 

  Cumbria County Council  1440.56   542,722 915,827 1,288,932 

  Cumbria Police 265.59   100,059 168,847 237,635 

  Total 1944.74     732,668 1,236,356 1,740,044 

 



7.1.5 If there is a change in the number of properties paying the long term empty charge by 
50% because of a change in use of properties this would reduce the additional 
income from council tax as shown in the table below: 

  Type of discount / premium      2021/22 2022/23 2023/24 

  

 

   £ £ £ 

  

Additional council tax collectable if 
50% reduction in long term empty 
property 

      480,824 732,668 984,512 

  Additional council tax collectable split between 
      

  SLDC 199.54   49,335 75,175 101,016 

  Parish Councils (average) 39.05   9,655 14,712 19,769 

  Cumbria County Council  1440.56   356,169 542,722 729,274 

  Cumbria Police 265.59   65,665 100,059 134,453 

  Total 1944.74     480,824 732,668 984,512 

Human Resources 

7.2 There are no direct human resources implications.  There may be additional staff 
time to respond to queries and requests for exemptions from the premium which is 
expected to be offset by the removal of the discount for major repairs and structural 
alterations. 

Legal 

7.3 The Local Government Finance Act 2012 set out the powers to determine further 
discounts for certain dwellings and the power to set higher amounts for long-term 
empty dwellings.  Detailed provisions are set out in the Council Tax (Exempt 
Dwelling) (England) (Amendment) Order 2012 SI 2012/2965 and the Council Tax 
(Prescribed Classes of Dwellings) (England) (Amendment) Regulations 2012 SI 
2012/2964. The Rating (Property in Common Occupation) and Council Tax Empty 
Dwellings Act 2018 set out the maximum charges for long term empty properties from 
1 April 2019 onwards. 

Health, Social, Economic and Environmental 

7.4 Have you completed a Health, Social, Economic and Environmental Impact 
Assessment? No   

7.5 If you have not completed an Impact Assessment, please explain your reasons: this 
policy applies to property rather than individuals.  This will be completed following the 
outcome of the public consultation and will be included in the reports to Cabinet and 
Council in February 2021. 

Equality and Diversity 

7.7 Have you completed an Equality Impact Analysis? No      

7.8 If you have not completed an Impact Assessment, please explain your reasons: this 
policy applies to property rather than individuals.  This will be completed following the 
outcome of the public consultation and will be included in the reports to Cabinet and 
Council in February 2021.  

Risk 

Risk Consequence Controls required 

Reductions in discounts may 
cause hardship to some council 
tax payers 

Insufficient finances could 
put some family members 
at risk. 

Council tax hardship 
scheme is available 



Risk Consequence Controls required 

Increase in premium on long 
term empty property may cause 
hardship to some council tax 
payers 

Financial hardship Statutory and local 
exemptions will continue 
to apply where the 
property is unoccupied 
due to caring 
responsibilities, for 
example.   

The premium is intended 
to encourage sale or reuse 
of properties. 

A local exemption applies 
if the property is genuinely 
on the market for sale or 
to let or occupation is 
hindered due to legal 
reasons as set out in 
Appendix 2. 

Properties are furnished to 
become eligible to be second 
homes rather than empty 
homes. 

Reduction in income due Visiting officers confirm 
the status of properties 
where the Council is 
notified their status has 
changed from empty to 
second homes. 

Contact Officers 

Elaine Conway, Lead Specialist (Revenues), 01539 793225. E.conway@southlakeland.gov.uk 

Appendices Attached to this Report 

Appendix No. Name of Appendix 

1 Discount and Premia levels in other Authorities 

2 Council Tax Premium – Current Policy Guidelines for Determining 
Local Exceptions 

Background Documents Available 

Name of Background document Where it is available 

The Local Government Finance 
Act 2012 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2012/17/contents 

The Council Tax (Exempt 
Dwelling) (England) (Amendment) 
Order 2012 SI 2012/2965 
01st April 2013 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2012/2965/contents/
made 

The Council Tax (Prescribed 
Classes of Dwellings) (England) 
(Amendment) 
Regulations 2012 SI 2012/2964 - 
1st April 2013 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2012/2964/regulatio
n/2/made 



Name of Background document Where it is available 

Rating (Property in Common 
Occupation) and Council Tax 
Empty Dwellings Act 2018 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2018/25/crosshea
ding/council-tax-in-england/enacted 
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