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The number of empty properties lining the streets 
of Britain is currently something of a hot topic. 2009 
fi gures from the Offi ce of National Statistics put 
the total at 651,993, yet at the same time we are 
facing a chronic housing shortage, one that has 
been exacerbated by the economic downturn as 
construction projects all over the country have ground 
to a halt and put a squeeze on the supply of affordable 
new-build houses coming to market.  

Current policy direction seems to be banking on 
property investment and the growth of the private 
rented sector to go at least part way towards alleviating 
the pressure on our housing stock. The message 
seems to be that private landlords, particularly the type 
who frequently buy at auction, are expected to ‘take 
up the slack’ by bringing the nation’s empty properties 
back into use.

Of course, many auction-goers are already 
experts in the art of renovating a wreck and 
turning a profi t. Auctions are the traditional 
home for deserted and dilapidated properties 
that are priced to sell quickly, and such 
properties are often sought after by 
experienced buyers who have the means 
to restore them to a habitable and 
mortgageable condition.  

David Sandeman of the Essential 
Information Group estimates that 
approximately 85% of residential 
properties sold at auction last 

Profi t from Empty Homes
Chris Baguley discusses some of the fi nancial incentives available to help 
property investors bring empty homes back into use…

year were unoccupied at the time they went under 
the hammer, but many bidders may be unaware of 
the incentives and assistance available to help them 
bring these properties back into use, particularly if the 
example in question has been without occupants for 
some time.

Housing Renewal Policy
Many local authorities have a Housing Renewal Policy 
which makes provision for the disbursement of grants 
to assist with the cost of renovating empty properties 
in the area. However, potential applicants should 
be aware that if they plan to lease the property then 
such grants often come with conditions attached, 
such as having to rent to a council tenant for up to 5 
years after the refurbishment is complete. Additionally, 
the availability of such grants can vary considerably 
between different authorities. Investors should never 
bank on being able to get their hands on a pot of 
government money without doing their homework and 
consulting with the relevant authority in the area they 
are looking to buy.

Energy Effi ciency Grants
Slightly more reliable are the different Energy Effi ciency 
Grants that run periodically at either national or 
local levels. Installing a new heating system 
is a common task in the renovation of a 
property that has been empty for 
some time and the associated 
costs (sometimes 
including 
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improvements to the building’s insulation) may be 
covered at least partially by a local grant, or by a 
nationwide initiative such as the boiler scrappage 
scheme.

Tax Breaks
Finally, there are actually tax breaks associated with the 
work carried out on empty properties, provided that 
they had been vacant for a certain period of time. If the 
property has been empty for more than two years then 
refurbishment expenses are subject to a reduced VAT 
rate of 5%. If it has been empty for more than ten years 
then this is reduced further to 0%.

As you can see there are a number of fi nancial 
incentives that can help auction buyers to bring empty 
properties back into use. Whilst the savings in most 
cases will not be enormous, they will help to 
reduce an investor’s outlay and thereby 
increase the profi tability of a 
property when it is fi nally 
sold or rented.
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Established in 1936, Wilsons Auctions are the largest family owned auction house in the UK and Ireland. Our Land and Property Division holds regular 
auctions at our own auction complexes in Mallusk and Portadown for Northern Ireland, and at Dalry, Ayrshire for properties throughout Scotland.  
Each sale offers an excellent range of residential, commercial and investment opportunities, as Wilsons Auctions are regularly entrusted with the 
disposal of assets by the major asset management companies, liquidators, chartered accountants, solicitors and Government Agencies, as well as 
private vendors.

Our next sale is 11th March at 6.30pm in Dalry, Scotland. Register on our website for an online catalogue, available three weeks before each auction, 
or for further information about any of our services please contact us using the information provided below.
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January is always a quiet month in the auction 
industry, and as we can see from the fi gures below 
2010 has been no exception. There was very little 
activity until quite late in the month and this explains 
in part why the number of lots offered is down so 
signifi cantly. The results for February will be a much 
more reliable barometer of what we can expect 
over the coming months.


