
Vacancy Rates in the UK & Japan

The problem of vacant houses is a major policy issue not only in 
Japan but also in other countries. However, although there are 
individual case studies on the vacant house problem overseas 
(Kurahashi, 20131, etc.), there are surprisingly few papers comparing 
vacant house rates internationally. Although the survey is old, the 
following is an international comparison of vacant house rates: 
international comparisons of vacancy rates can be observed in 
references such as the Nationwide vacant houses management 
navigation site (2019). Compared to the vacancy rate in Japan, the 
levels in other countries are lower, and Japan is introduced as one of 
the countries with the highest vacancy rates. In fact, when 
comparing the vacancy rates in the United Kingdom and Japan, there 
are contrasting movements. Looking at vacancy rates excluding 
homes for rent, for sale and for secondary homes, while the UK has 
maintained a level lower than 3% for more than 10 years, Japan has 
been on a consistent rising trend. Further, the disparity in these rates 
is expanding with Japan at 13.8% and the UK at 3.9% as of 2023.

Low distribution of existing homes and the average life of homes 
being short are pointed out as the reasons behind the high vacancy 
rate in Japan. While there do exist special circumstances, the issue 
of vacant houses has currently become 
a huge policy challenge for every local 
government in Japan. From 2023 to 
2024, I conducted a field survey 
regarding migration policies in 157 
municipalities across Japan, and as part 
of this survey I also investigated the 
housing policies, including vacant 
houses, of these local governments. In 
addition, I have been residing in the UK 
since September 2024 and have had an 
opportunity to learn extensively about 
the housing environment in the UK. In 
this article, I will compare administrative 
management in the UK and Japan and 
explore the implications for Japan (Chart 
1).

Administrative Management 
of Vacant Houses in Japan

In Japan, vacant houses that come 
under legal regulations are said to be 

houses that are inhabitable due to parts of the building being 
decayed or fractured, or for other reasons. The Act on Special 
Measures Concerning Promotion of Measures Against Vacant 
Houses (commonly known as the Vacant Houses Special Measures 
Act) was enforced in May 2015, and vacant houses are defined as 
having a building structure or construction work attached to it and its 
property, with no residential or business usage, and which has been 
consistently in such a state. Specifically, the Ministry of Land, 
Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism defines vacant houses as 
being “buildings that have not been inhibited by anybody or have not 
been used for more than one year”. Among these, houses that are 
deemed to be in a state where they are in danger of collapsing or 
very likely to pose landscape and sanitary safety issues are classified 
as “specified vacant houses”. Once designated as a specified vacant 
house, guidance will be issued by the local government on disposal 
of the house, and if the owner fails to conform to the guidance, the 
vacant house will be demolished by the administration, and the cost 
of demolition will be borne by the owner of the house. In addition, 
once designated as a specified vacant house and issued with a 
recommendation, it becomes ineligible for “special measures for 
residential property” and the due fixed asset tax, which was set at 
one-third or one-sixth of the usual rate depending on the area of 
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land, will be lifted.
In December 2023, the Vacant Houses Special Measures Act was 

amended, and “inadequately managed vacant houses” was added as 
a new classification. These are houses that are not fully abandoned 
like the “specified vacant houses” but are in a state where plants on 
the property are not managed, litter is scattered, and parts of the 
building are decayed or fractured. While “inadequately managed 
vacant houses” is just a designation to prompt better management of 
vacant houses by their owners, with “specified vacant houses” the 
government directly intervenes with the owners.

According to references from the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 
Transport and Tourism, 2024,2 such legislation of measures against 
vacant houses has led to implementation of the removal and/or 
repair of inadequately managed vacant houses and specified vacant 
houses, and over 142,000 houses are said to have seen 
implementation of such measures. However, there are still 235,000 
cases of inadequately managed vacant houses, 20,000 cases of 
specified vacant houses, and approximately 250,000 cases of vacant 
houses requiring administrative measures (Table 1).

As such, vacant houses which are subjects of the Vacant Houses 
Special Measures Act are in a terminal state with obsolescence and 
the risk of collapse. Measures against vacant houses before they 
become specified vacant houses or inadequately managed vacant 
houses are not specifically stipulated in the Act. However, even 
vacant houses in the process of becoming specified vacant houses 
pose risks for local residents, such as through deterioration of the 
local environment. In the UK, legal measures are in place before such 
houses start to become specified vacant houses.

Management of Empty Homes in the UK

In the UK also, empty homes are acknowledged not only as 
resources that are squandered but also as the subject of complaints 
and dissatisfaction among the local community and could become 
breeding grounds for crimes and degradation of the social 

environment, and just as in Japan, this has become a huge policy 
challenge. However, measures taken by the government differ greatly.

In the UK, council tax, which is levied based on the appraisal value 
of the residential asset, is implemented by the local governments. 
Under the council tax, properties that have been empty for more than 
six months are defined as long-term empty homes and are subject to 
an additional tax. Until 2012, homes that were empty for more than 
one year were defined as vacant homes under the tax system, but as 
the disadvantages of homes being empty became more widely 
acknowledged, the period had been shortened.

The additional tax on such long-term empty homes is called the 
empty homes premium. In England, Scotland and Wales, this tax can 
be charged to the owners of properties which have been empty, with 
the aim of forcing the owners to reuse them. This regulation was 
enforced in 2013 in England and Scotland, and in 2017 in Wales. In 
addition, in instances when empty homes are used temporarily in 
order to avoid this premium taxation, reset items have been 
established. The reset signifies a period during which the house 
must be occupied. For England, the residency needs to be a 
maximum of six weeks.

In addition, for homes that are empty for less than six months, the 
local government conducts tracking and monitoring. This is because 
there have been instances where complaints were triggered, 
requiring immediate responses to any public security risk or in cases 
where the property was under unauthorized access. Further, if the 
empty homes situation is not resolved even when the empty homes 
premium is implemented, administrative subrogation will be 
implemented like Japan.

To provide a concrete example, in Rushcliffe Borough in 
Nottinghamshire in the East Midlands of England, the empty homes 
premium is imposed on properties that have been empty for more 
than one year. However, if the situation is not resolved with just this 
premium tax, the district council will implement compulsory 
procedures. Specifically, it will conduct enforced repairs on the 
empty home and in order to recoup the costs, the subject property 

Inadequately Managed Vacant Houses Specified Vacant Houses
Total

Guidance Recommendation Advice, guidance Recommendation Decree Substitute Execution 
by Administration

Summary Substitute 
Execution

Emergency 
Substitute Execution

2015 2,194 60 6 2 8 2,270

2016 3,062 215 19 10 28 3,334

2017 4,058 304 37 12 40 4,451

2018 4,524 379 43 18 51 5,015

2019 5,320 442 38 28 67 5,895

2020 5,755 484 64 24 67 6,394

2021 5,453 549 85 47 84 6,218

2022 4,568 622 90 39 71 5,390

2023 1,091 0 4,246 534 74 33 94 5 6,077

Subtotal 1,091 0 39,180 3,589 456 213 510 5

Total 1,091 43,953 45,044

Source: Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (2024) “Enforcement Status of the Act on Special Measures Concerning the Promotion of Measures Against Vacant Houses”

TABLE 1

Status of measures against inadequately managed vacant houses & 
specified vacant houses
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will be put up for auction and enforced resale. However, the owners 
who were passive over the sale of the property can receive the 
balance of the resale amount obtained at the auction, and there are 
some cases where an unexpected profit can be made. Alternatively, 
there is the choice of having the council repair the empty property, 
which can then be let out for a maximum of seven years to retrieve 
the costs of repair.

So unlike in Japan, where legal measures are difficult to 
implement until the property is impossible to inhabit, in the UK, if the 
house is empty for more than six months, the cost of possession is 
raised for the owners and empty house management is conducted. 
The reality in Japan is that current measures for vacant houses 
which are in the process of becoming specified vacant houses are 
solely up to the local municipalities.

Measures Against Vacant Houses in Japan Prior to 
Becoming Specified

Here I will introduce an overview of the field survey I conducted on 
the status of initiatives against vacant houses by the municipalities 
(Komaki, 2024)3 along with comparisons with measures against 
empty homes in the UK. It should be noted that in part, according to 
the wishes of the municipalities that were surveyed, the names of the 
municipalities are not disclosed.

Statistics on vacant houses
Statistics on Japan’s vacant houses can be obtained from the 

“Housing and Land Survey” of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications. However, the surveys are sample surveys done 
every five years. Information on the number of houses such as 
secondary homes or the number of houses by business types such 
as for rent or for sale, and decades’ worth of information on when 

the houses were constructed, is available, but results by 
municipalities are only available for municipalities with a population 
of over 15,000 people, and information on vacant houses in all local 
governments is not available for usage. Therefore, in order to 
conduct effective management of vacant houses, independent 
surveys conducted by the municipalities are required.

In contrast, council tax data for each of the administrative districts 
in the UK (https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/council-
taxbase-statistics) is available, and aggregated results are released 
every year. Since premiums are added on to homes that have been 
empty for more than six months, details on the situation of empty 
homes by periods can be obtained (Table 2).

Actual state of vacant houses
In trying to assess the actual state of empty houses, field surveys 

are conducted both in Japan and in the UK. In the UK, empty homes 
officers are appointed in each administrative district and conduct 
field surveys. Prior to the surveys, information related to the state of 
each home, such as information from the local police on the 
residency status or information on the use of utility fees, is obtained 
before visiting the field to conduct the survey. Then interview 
surveys are also conducted with the residents of neighboring 
houses. It appears that grasping the actual state of empty homes is 
conducted as part of tax inquiries.

On the other hand, in Japan, field surveys are conducted by staff 
of the departments in charge of vacant houses at local governments. 
In particular, while staff of local governments are required to have 
expert knowledge on real estate transactions, local government staff 
are on job rotation placements, and thus some local governments 
place limited-term staff to work full-time on this issue. Depending on 
the local government also, people such as presidents of 
neighborhood associations of each village, community activists and 

A practical approach for councils on dealing with empty homes (Unit: 1 house)

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Less than six months empty 244,965 245,302 200,866 221,426 222,101 219,371 237,202

Long-term empty 227,953 237,594 278,470 246,644 256,827 261,474 265,061

Empty homes premium 62,419 62,938 69,201 71,630 72,341 75,803 119,606

Second homes 251,654 252,629 262,953 253,357 256,913 263,318 279,870

Unoccupied exemptions 167,042 171,006 192,155 190,993 203,746 NA NA

Source: UK Council Taxbase statistics 4

Number of Houses Depending on Existence of Resident Households (Unit: 1,000 houses)

2018 2023

Vacant houses excluding those for rent, 
for sale and for secondary homes 3487 3856

Vacant houses for rent 4327 4436

Vacant houses for sale 293 326

Secondary homes 381 384

Source: Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications “Housing and Land Survey”

TABLE 2

Statistical items on vacant houses
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migration supporters (citizen volunteers) are utilized instead of local 
government staff, and they pay individual visits to houses that 
appear to be vacant to confirm their status.

However, due to a shortage of staff at government offices in 
municipalities, some local governments do not conduct regular 
surveys, and there are local governments that have not done surveys 
at all despite acknowledging the need to know about the actual state 
of vacant homes. In addition, sharing prior information on vacant 
house status (information used in the UK such as police information 
and information on the usage of utilities) is difficult, and the case 
workers are forced to conduct these surveys by monitoring the 
exterior of the vacant houses and checking the meters of electricity, 
gas and water.

Present status of vacant house banks
In Japan, many municipalities operate vacant house banks. Since 

the relevant local governments are unable to mediate transactions of 
vacant houses, local and other real estate companies and residential 
building transaction-related associations conduct these transactions, 
acting as intermediaries. However, the small number of registrations 
with vacant house banks has become a big challenge. In particular, 
Okinawa Prefecture and local governments in the central 
mountainous regions of Honshu are seeing, in some cases, zero 
registration despite there being many vacant houses.

As measures to increase registration with vacant house banks, 
many regional governments, when mailing out the payment slips for 
real estate tax on the relevant properties, now enclose information on 
vacant house banks. In addition, there are cases where regular 
seminars, around three times a year, are held. Moreover, there are 

multiple local governments which provide an incentive-like subsidy 
to the owners when a property is registered with vacant house 
banks.

There is no system similar to vacant house banks in the UK. 
However, the Local Government Association will share issues among 
the councils, including the empty homes issue, and fulfils the role of 
a bridge between the central government and local governments. 
Members of this association include associate members such as fire 
and lifesaving authorities, police and crime commissioners, and the 
national parks authority, and through the National Association of 
Local Councils (NALC) which is a member organization, town and 
parish assemblies.

Further, in 2001, the Empty Homes Network was established for 
officers in charge of empty homes (administrative) across the UK 
and for practitioners (real estate companies, local community 
leaders), and works to consider the best method to handle empty 
homes on a national scale, and sort requests to the government on 
measures against empty homes.

Measures to heighten closing of contracts on vacant houses
In Japan, working with vacant house banks does not necessarily 

resolve the issue of status. Thus, subsidy policies have been 
implemented to maintain and improve the condition of vacant 
houses, specifically to cover the cost of repairs and disposing of 
household goods. Those eligible for payments are listed as owners 
or buyers (renters). The effects of these measures, according to 157 
municipality-based measurements, show that this subsidy system is 
significant, especially for the younger age group (Table 3).

In the UK, as noted, an empty home premium is added to the 

All Survey Subjects

Grand Total 20s 30s 40s 50s 60s

Total num
er of new

 
residents

There is a relocation support system for immigrants 0.678 (0.021) 2.735 (0.025) 1.478 (0.016) 0.563 (0.061) 0.385 (0.152) 0.240 (0.011)

There is rent subsidy for rental homes for immigrants 0.069 (0.813) 1.248 (0.253) 0.591 (0.324) 0.376 (0.297) 0.257 (0.377) 0.071 (0.568)

There is a subsidy system for cost of new housing construction for immigrants 0.066 (0.846) 1.448 (0.380) 0.354 (0.657) -0.233 (0.452) 0.229 (0.447) 0.076 (0.544)

There is a subsidy system for cost of purchase of homes for immigrants 0.160 (0.704) 0.277 (0.877) 0.461 (0.633) 0.226 (0.515) -0.081 (0.839) 0.043 (0.747)

There is a subsidy system for cost of renovation of homes purchased by immigrants 2.055 (0.000) 8.596 (0.000) 4.132 (0.000) 1.880 (0.000) 1.300 (0.000) 0.420 (0.000)

There is a subsidy system for cost of removal of household goods remaining in the house for immigrants 0.534 (0.107) 3.306 (0.027) 1.331 (0.100) 0.696 (0.047) 0.634 (0.022) 0.138 (0.225)

W
ithin the area

There is a relocation support system for immigrants 0.385 (0.039) 1.621 (0.010) 0.807 (0.040) 0.276 (0.163) 0.160 (0.377) 0.150 (0.040)

There is rent subsidy for rental homes for immigrants -0.004 (0.985) 0.513 (0.440) 0.280 (0.522) 0.120 (0.631) 0.152 (0.497) 0.022 (0.834)

There is a subsidy system for cost of new housing construction for immigrants 0.158 (0.545) 1.364 (0.197) 0.167 (0.776) 0.063 (0.805) 0.272 (0.247) 0.053 (0.650)

There is a subsidy system for cost of purchase of homes for immigrants 0.013 (0.965) -0.382 (0.728) 0.451 (0.496) 0.044 (0.865) -0.191 (0.459) 0.002 (0.985)

There is a subsidy system for cost of renovation of homes purchased by immigrants 1.286 (0.000) 5.021 (0.000) 2.482 (0.000) 1.195 (0.000) 0.877 (0.000) 0.320 (0.001)

There is a subsidy system for cost of removal of household goods remaining in the house for immigrants 0.125 (0.586) 0.618 (0.496) 0.630 (0.226) 0.224 (0.321) 0.261 (0.172) 0.012 (0.897)

O
utside the area

There is a relocation support system for immigrants 0.293 (0.028) 1.114 (0.104) 0.671 (0.026) 0.287 (0.029) 0.226 (0.058) 0.090 (0.005)

There is rent subsidy for rental homes for immigrants 0.073 (0.477) 0.735 (0.209) 0.311 (0.258) 0.256 (0.097) 0.106 (0.330) 0.049 (0.179)

There is a subsidy system for cost of new housing construction for immigrants -0.093 (0.533) 0.084 (0.915) 0.187 (0.682) -0.296 (0.014) -0.043 (0.762) 0.023 (0.408)

There is a subsidy system for cost of purchase of homes for immigrants 0.147 (0.415) 0.658 (0.455) 0.009 (0.986) 0.182 (0.201) 0.109 (0.564) 0.041 (0.175)

There is a subsidy system for cost of renovation of homes purchased by immigrants 0.769 (0.000) 3.575 (0.000) 1.650 (0.000) 0.685 (0.000) 0.423 (0.001) 0.101 (0.002)

There is a subsidy system for cost of removal of household goods remaining in the house for immigrants 0.409 (0.003) 2.688 (0.000) 0.701 (0.048) 0.472 (0.004) 0.373 (0.002) 0.126 (0.002)

Note: ① Survey based on 157 municipalities.
	 ② Value in parenthesis indicate p-value.
Reference: Excerpt from Komaki (2024) 3

Source: Compiled by the author

TABLE 3

Impact of housing support measures in municipalities
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council tax for properties that have been empty for more than six 
months. In its application, owners who pay a 100% premium, or in 
other words twice the amount of standard council tax, account for 
about 70%. In 2024, it was around 80%. In addition, around 60% 
pay a premium of 300%. It has been pointed out that this premium 
system is working and functioning as an incentive to resolve the 
empty homes situation (Table 4). In fact, the vacancy rate in the UK 
since 2013 has declined to a level lower than 3% and has been 
sustained.

For second homes also, with enforcement of the Levelling-Up and 
Regeneration Act 2023, if the period of usage is short and the homes 
are empty for a prolonged period, the empty homes premium is 
imposed, and it is called the second home premium.

Conclusion

The issue of vacant houses is not only an issue in Japan, but is 
also a huge policy issue in the UK. However, there is a large 
difference in the measures taken against this issue. In particular, a 
large difference can be identified in measures against the process in 
which vacant houses become specified vacant houses. The UK 
mainly focuses on imposing penalties on owners that are causing the 
empty homes issue, but in Japan subsidies and other measures are 
provided to try to improve the status of the vacant house.

It goes without saying that this difference between the UK and 
Japan is due to differences in the way private rights over land and 
buildings are perceived. However, in Japan also, certain 
municipalities are moving to tax vacant houses, including second 
homes, such as the second homes tax in Atami city or the 
introduction of second homes tax and vacant house tax that Kyoto 
city is considering.

Which of these measures is better cannot be determined 
indiscriminately since there are of course differences in how each of 
the two countries have evolved historically. However, if resolving the 
issue of vacant houses is an urgent matter, reviewing the 
requirements on special conditions for residential land implemented 
under the fixed asset tax should also be considered. But in order to 
implement this measure, there is a need to develop statistics on the 

vacant house situation by specified time periods.
Finally, as a side story, I currently reside in the UK. I often visit my 

local public library. Here, one can borrow books just as in Japan, but 
when the return due date has passed, a fine of 20 pence per day (38 
yen at an exchange rate of £1=190 yen) is charged. This is just like 
the private video stores, and this kind of penalty system seems likely 
to be more acceptable.
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2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 Average for 
5 years

Empty homes premium 69,201 71,630 72,341 75,803 119,606

of which 10% premium 0 8 38 9 0 0.02%

of which 50% premium 6,658 6,354 5,420 3,508 1,750 6.42%

of which 100% premium 44,369 47,243 48,097 52,142 95,237 68.99%

of which 150% premium 277 123 19 35 18 0.13%

of which 200% premium 17,897 12,001 12,652 13,605 15,271 18.16%

of which 300% premium 0 5,901 6,115 6,504 7,330 6.28%

Source: UK Council Taxbase statistics 4

TABLE 4

Number of dwellings classed as empty by level of premium awarded

Japan SPOTLIGHT • March / April 2025   61

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/council-taxbase-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/council-taxbase-statistics

