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Summary

Melbourne may be an unhappy home for its 24,000 homeless residents, but it remains surprisingly
hospitable to the 32,000 dwellings within the metropolitan area that sat entirely empty throughout 2024.

Our latest data shows these completely unused homes in Melbourne — measured by zero water use —
rose 16% from 2023 to 31,890, lifting the share of total dwellings held empty from 1.5% to 1.7%.

Total vacancy, including underused homes, reached 100,000 dwellings in 2024, up 3% on 2023.

Figure 1 shows the change in empty and underused housing from 2018 to 2024.

FIGURE 1: LONG-TERM VACANT HOUSING IN MELBOURNE, 2018-2024

Empty and underused housing by calendar year, metropolitan area excl. holiday home areas

103,431 104,476
' 100,945
100K 97,861

87,891

80K

70,249 68,283
68,290 72,042
' 69,055

70,453

60K 58,886

45,433
46,217

40K

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Source: Prosper Australia based on SEW, YVW and GWW data.
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Vacancy in 2024

Last year's Prosper report Speculative Vacancies 11: A Window onto the Economics of Waiting described
how long-term residential vacancy rose and fell over the COVID and post-COVID years from 2019 to
2023.

The report also explained how empty homes provide a ‘window’ into the phenomenon of land
speculation and discussed the tax settings that drive this.

Our vacancy data comes from water-use records held by Melbourne's three major water retailers, South
East Water (SEW), Yarra Valley Water (YVW), Greater Western Water (GWW), covering active accounts
for nearly all residential dwellings.

The 2024 data shows both the number and rate of long-term vacant homes creeping up again as rental
inflation and advertised rental vacancy rates eased over the course of the year.

Table 1 presents counts and rates of empty and underused homes for 2024 and earlier years.

Empty homes rose by 4,482 from 2023 levels — a 16% increase. Total vacancies, which comprise empty
homes plus homes recording less than a quarter of average household water use, rose by 3,084
dwellings, or 3%, to just over 100,000. Melbourne’s total dwelling stock grew by 41,265 over the year,
while 4,482 more homes sat empty.

TABLE 1: LONG-TERM VACANT HOUSING IN MELBOURNE, 2018-2024

Active residential water connections by average daily use, metro area excluding holiday home areas.

Year Total Empty Under-used Total
dwellings (0 LpD) (0-50 LpD) (<50 LpD)

2018 1,695,811 24816 1.5% 45,433 2.7% 70,249 41%
2019 1,738,860 22,066 1.3% 46,217 2.7% 68,283 3.9%
2020 1,778,570 29,005 1.6% 58,886 3.3% 87,891 4.9%
2021 1,819,676 35,141 1.9% 68,290 3.8% 103,431 57%
2022 1,848,442 32,434 1.8% 72,042 3.9% 104,476 5.7%
2023 1,882,518 27,408 1.5% 70,453 3.7% 97,861 52%
2024 1,923,783 31,890 1.7% 69,055 3.6% 100,945 5.2%

Source: Prosper Australia based on SEW, YVW and GWW data.
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Empty dwellings across Melbourne
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Ten of Melbourne’s 31 Local Government Areas (LGAs) accounted for 60% of empty homes in 2024.

Just five council areas contributed three-quarters of the citywide increase from 2023 (see Table 2 and

Figures 2 and 3).

Across the Whitehorse, Merri-bek and Boroondara council areas, one in 34 dwellings recorded zero

water use in 2024. The sharp rise in homes left empty in these areas meant that, in effect, one of every

two homes built was not put into use.

Melbourne’'s housing stock is growing rapidly, but as the share put into use falls, the effective growth in

the occupied housing stock is slower than headline figures suggest.

TABLE 2: TOP 10 LOCAL GOVERNMENT AREAS BY COUNT AND CHANGE IN EMPTY HOMES
Empty homes: count and rate by LGA (LHS), change from 2023 and share of metro total change (RHS).

Empty homes (0 LpD) in 2024 Change from 2023
LGA Number| % of dwellings|LGA IS:;?::; % of nlii;ol
Whitehorse 2,677 3.3% | Hume 1,338 29.9%
Merri-bek 2,404 2.9% | Merri-bek 666 14.9%
Boroondara 2,382 2.9% | Boroondara 531 11.8%
Hume 2,145 2.6% | Whitehorse 490 10.9%
Darebin 2,101 3.1% | Whittlesea 321 7.2%
Melbourne 1,846 1.8%| Darebin 290 6.5%
Monash 1,688 2.2% [ Manningham 289 6.4%
Wyndham 1,404 1.2%| Banyule 220 4.9%
Stonnington 1,200 2.1%| Yarra Ranges 193 4.3%
Banyule 1,117 2.1%| Maroondah 120 2.7%
METRO TOTAL 31,890 1.7%| METRO TOTAL 4,482 100.0%

Source: Prosper Australia based on SEW, YVW and GWW data.
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FIGURE 2: NUMBER OF DWELLINGS EMPTY IN 2024 BY LOCAL GOVERNMENT AREA
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Map data: ABS - Created with Datawrapper

Source: Prosper Australia based on SEW, YVW and GWW data.

FIGURE 3: SHARE OF ALL DWELLINGS EMPTY IN 2024 BY LOCAL GOVERNMENT AREA
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Source: Prosper Australia based on SEW, YVW and GWW data.
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The causes

The increase in measured vacancy in 2024 likely reflects softer rental conditions, which made leasing
out property less attractive. Put another way, the cost of leaving a home empty fell.

As Figure 4 shows, rental price growth returned to more typical levels in 2024, following the wild
gyrations of the COVID and post-COVID years.

FIGURE 4: RENTAL VACANCY AND RENT GROWTH EASED OVER 2024

Quarterly advertised rental vacancy and inflation-adjusted rent growth, June 2000 — March 2025.
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But why are properties left empty at all — and what can this tell us for housing policy?

While individual cases differ — from drawn-out estate sales to developers drip-feeding new builds to
market — the economic logic is the same: owners are trading away rental income for asset and option
value.

As we outlined in our 2024 report, the economic explanation for vacancy treats it as rational behaviour
by property owners willing to sacrifice current income for the benefits of preserving asset value, and of
retaining the flexibility to use, lease or sell the dwelling at the time of their choosing.

In a market where overall investment returns depend heavily on concessionally-taxed capital gains,
these benefits can be substantial. With housing increasingly treated as a tax shelter and speculative play
rather than a yield investment, one consequence is that some homes are rationally held empty to
maximise returns.

The upshot

There are two lessons here for policy-makers.

First, efforts to expand housing supply must contend with the speculative withholding of land and
housing from productive use. Property owners not only preserve their options by leaving existing houses
empty, as seen in our data, but more significantly, owners of development-ready land rationally bank it in
search of windfall gains, especially via rezoning and planning permission, rather than building
immediately within existing rules.

Second, to address this problem, we need to fix the tax settings that make land speculation profitable.
Vacancy taxes treat the symptoms, but dealing with the cause requires fundamentally restructuring how
we raise revenue in Australia. Right now, the tax system rewards passive asset ownership while
penalising work, employment, capital investment and entrepreneurship — the very opposite of what
would encourage land and housing into more productive use.

The Georgist remedy is to move towards a tax system that socialises the returns to land and resources,
and the value created by public decisions, while privatising the full return to individual effort.
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