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During his last budget speech Gordon Brown raised the issue of Empty Rate Relief. His
proposed changes have now been enacted and come into effect on 1% April 2008. The
changes could have a very profound effect on the current position and bring substantial
numbers of properties into liability, at full charge, where there is currently none. The
measures are likely to raise nearly £1 billion for the treasury per annum.

The current position

At the moment empty property rates are charged at 50% of the occupied rates and are paid
on vacant retail and office properties which have been empty for more than three months.

There is therefore no liability for the first three months and empty rates are payable at 50% for
as long as the property stays empty.

On industrial and storage properties there is no liability whilst they remain unoccupied.

The new rules

A) On vacant retail and office properties, no liability for the first three months - thereafter
full occupied rates would be payable at 100%, even if the premises remain unused.

B) On vacant industrial properties (factories, warehousing & storage) no liability for the first
six months - thereafter full occupied rates at 100% even if the premises remain unused.

If properties have already had the benefit of a rate free period under the old rules, full charges
will apply from 1% April 2008.

The Government are sending out a message encouraging owners to keep voids to a
minimum at all times. There has been a period of consultation, not about whether the tax
should come into effect, but how to stop tax avoidance. It has been decided that the law will
remain unchanged unless extravagant measures are adopted in order to substantially reduce
values, when anti-avoidance legislation will be reconsidered, with possible retrospective
effect.

In some cases, rating appeals were abandoned due to the fact that the properties were
vacant and there was no liability. These changes to the Empty Rate regulations are not
sufficient grounds to permit a further appeal against the level of the assessment. If no appeal
has been lodged, however, or there have been material changes to the property or its locality,
owners might now consider an appeal worthwhile.

A new rate free period can be claimed if formerly vacant premises are occupied for six weeks
and one day and then become vacant again.

No rates will be payable on vacant Listed Buildings.
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