

Briefing on HRSA 
Lewisham Council’s approach to tackling long‑term vacant commercial properties, including the use of new legislative powers and existing grant programmes to revitalise high streets and town centres.
Background
Empty commercial units undermine the vitality of high streets, weaken local economies and reduce opportunities for local employment. Lewisham Council has been proactively addressing this issue through planning policy, grant funding and, more recently, new statutory powers introduced by central government.
The Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2023 introduced High Street Rental Auctions (HSRAs), giving local authorities powers to require landlords to let long‑term vacant commercial properties in designated areas. This complements Lewisham’s Article 4 Direction, introduced through the Local Plan in 2024, which prevents the loss of commercial premises to residential use without planning permission.
High Street Rental Auctions – Current Position
· Forest Hill pilot launched in 2025.
· Following public engagement, Forest Hill District Centre was formally designated as a High Street Rental Auction area on 21 January 2026.
· The Council is currently undertaking surveys to progress properties to auction, including assessment of vacancy history and local need.
Proposed Expansion of Designations
The Council is now proposing to designate further town centres as High Street Rental Auction areas due to persistently high vacancy rates:
	· Blackheath 
	· Downham

	· Catford
	· New Cross

	· Deptford
	· Sydenham



A public consultation is open from Wednesday 18 February to Wednesday 18 March, inviting residents, businesses and landlords to share their views via an online survey.
Further information and support are available via business@lewisham.gov.uk.
Grant-Led Approach to Empty Properties
Ahead of receiving HSRA powers, the Council has already taken proactive steps to reduce vacancy through its Empty Property Grants programme. Over the past two years, the programme has:
· Supported the reopening of more than 25 commercial spaces
· Created 15 new jobs
· Safeguarded a further 10 jobs
The programme focuses on enabling independent and small businesses to transform vacant units into productive workspace and is funded through the UK Shared Prosperity Fund.
Impact and Benefits
· Revitalisation of high streets and town centres
· Increased local employment and workspace provision
· Stronger support for independent and creative businesses
· Reduced long‑term vacancy and blight
Successful projects supported through this approach include Blue Garage, Mauby, Springbank Studio and V22, which demonstrate the potential of repurposing vacant spaces into thriving local enterprises.
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