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The results presented in this paper are provisional.  
They may differ from the final household estimates published.  
Please treat these figures as RESTRICTED until after publication on 30 July, and do not use 
them or pass them on to anyone else without prior agreement from National Records of 
Scotland (NRS). 

 
1. Summary 

Our household estimates are based on the number of dwellings recorded in Council Tax 
system, and how many are recorded as being vacant or second homes. 

Following changes to the legislation on the Council Tax chargeable on long-term empty 
properties, a number of councils have carried out reviews of the properties that were 
recorded in their Council Tax systems as being long-term empty or second homes, and 
this has led to changes in these figures between 2012 and 2013. We are considering 
whether we should revise the figures for 2012 and previous years, as a result. This 
paper describes what the data show, and outlines the options. Our preferred option 
would be not to revise the previous years, but to explain very clearly what has 
happened, and what the effects are on our figures. 
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2. Increases in the number of households over time 

The annual increase in households for Scotland has been slowing down since the 
global economic downturn began in 2007/8, but in 2013, the figures show a much 
greater annual increase in the number of households (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Annual increase in the number of households in Scotland between 2001 and 
2013 

 
However, this is not due to growth in the number of dwellings. Instead, it is due to a 
drop in the number of second homes and long-term empty properties (Figure 2) 

Figure 2: Combined number of second homes and long-term empty properties in 
Scotland between 2005 and 2013 

 

3. Changes in the numbers of second homes and long-term empty properties 

In order to encourage owners of empty homes to bring their properties back into use, 
the Scottish Government has introduced the Local Government Finance (Unoccupied 
Properties etc.) (Scotland) Act 2012 (available on the legislation.gov.uk website) and 
subsequent regulations, which allow councils to increase Council Tax charges on 
certain long-term empty homes once the property has been empty for one year or more. 
This is a discretionary power and councils can decide whether an increase is 
appropriate and can contribute to returning properties to use in their area. The definition 
of a second home has also changed slightly. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2012/11/contents/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2012/11/contents/enacted
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Our household estimates are based on data from Council Tax systems, including 
information on the total number of dwellings, and the number which are classified as 
being vacant or second homes. When we noticed the big drop in the number of long-
term empty properties and second homes between 2012 and 2013, we investigated 
further to find out the reasons. 

The biggest absolute decreases were in the following Council areas: Aberdeen City, 
Argyll & Bute, City of Edinburgh, Glasgow City, Highland and Renfrewshire (Annex). In 
West Lothian and Fife, there were increases in these figures. We have contacted these 
councils, and all of them (and some others) said that they had carried out reviews of the 
properties that were recorded in their Council Tax systems as being long-term empty or 
second homes, and this will have led to changes between the 2012 and 2013 figures. 

In the past, when we have been told that a change in the figures between years is due 
to reclassification, we have sometimes revised the previous years’ figures, to give a 
consistent trend over time. We have done this in cases where we understand that there 
have not been ‘real’ changes on the ground, but that some dwellings had been 
incorrectly classified in the past, and this has now been corrected. In contrast, we would 
not revise figures where we know a change is ‘real’, e.g., due to a large number of 
demolitions or new house-building in an area. 

We need to decide whether we should revise any of figures for 2012 and earlier years, 
and if so, how. There are three main options: 

Option 1 is for Household Estimates and Projections (HEP) to publish the data as 
received from councils, with no revisions to data from previous years. In the publication 
itself (and in footnotes to the tables), we would describe the relevant changes to the 
Council Tax legislation. We would explain that this has led to a number of councils 
reviewing the properties that were classified as being long-term empty properties or 
second homes, and that this led to changes in these figures. This is what has led to the 
apparent increase in the number of households over the last year. 

This is the option that we prefer, as it gives users a better understanding of what has 
happened. The changes to the Council Tax on unoccupied dwellings have led to some 
quite large changes in the figures, and it is quite possible that there will be more 
changes to the figures in future years. Revising previous years’ figures can be 
complicated and could be confusing, ‘hiding’ the changes that are happening. 

An alternative would be to revise the figures on long-term empty properties and second 
homes for 2012 and earlier years. We could just revise the figures going back to 2011, 
the year of the latest census (Option 2), or we could revise the figures for all previous 
years (Option 3). 

Using Option 2 or 3 would result in no large shift in the figures between 2012 and 2013. 
Option 3 would result in a smoother trend over time. However, it would mean making 
changes to many years’ figures, over a time when there have been a lot of changes in 
the housing market, so making this adjustment may be less valid. 
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Some illustrations of the effects of Options 2 and 3 are shown below: 

Illustration of Option 2 – revise the figures back to 2011 

 

 

Illustration of Option 3 – revise the figures for all previous years 
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4. Conclusion / Next Steps 

Of the three options, we recommend Option 1 – not revising previous years’ data, but 
explaining the reasons for the changes clearly in the publication, and in footnotes to the 
relevant tables. We think this is the simplest and clearest option, giving our users all the 
information to understand the figures. 

Household Analysis Review Group (HARG) members are asked for their views on this, 
and which option they prefer. We would also welcome any suggestions for anything else 
that we should do. We will continue monitoring these changes over the next few years. 

 

NRS Household Estimates and Projections branch 

June 2014 
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Annex 

Second homes and long-term empty properties (combined), 2010-2013 (sorted by 
absolute change from 2012 to 2013, in increasing order) 

 

The Council areas with the largest absolute changes in figures between 2012 and 2013 
have been highlighted in yellow. All of these councils (and some others) have told us 
that they carried out reviews of the number properties that were recorded in their 
Council Tax systems as being long-term empty properties or second homes. 

 


