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“Monitoring the economic landscape”

Editorial: The Government’s “Balance of Funding” study was published just before MPs went on holiday. It was set up early last year  to look at ways of making local councils more independent of central grants, also to look at reforms of their tax base. Since local government almost everywhere (including Britain) relies largely on property taxes, Landvaluescape is highly relevant. 
So what does the Government conclude? Have another Study! And what about land value taxation? Not a good idea – it requires new legislation. With an election almost certain in early 2005, radical tax reform is bound to be ‘bad news’ – so save proposals until there are 4-5 years safe from the polls. Funny, I  thought we elected Governments to lead us, even if that means taking tough measures.
My research confirms that most people ‘in the know’ on subjects related to property tax reform recognise that radical reform of the system is needed: not only for fiscal reasons but because there are hugely beneficial uses to which property valuations can be put in wider society – and the current systems for producing them are inadequate. My job now is to start to put figures to the costs and benefits involved and set out actions necessary to enable useful Value Maps to be produced in the UK.
Tony Vickers

 tonyvickers@phonecoop.coop 
Visualising Landvaluescape: Developing the Concept for Britain. 

Under this title, I am pursuing three parallel strands of work in my PhD: 

1. A Policy Delphi Process, which started with 29 experts, stakeholder representatives and others interested in UK Value Mapping;

2. Production of a Demonstrator Value Map of an area of Oxfordshire, mainly to test reaction to the concept from UK prospective users; and

3. Fact-finding, through visits to countries where Value Maps are already used or planned, and through the internet, e-mail and correspondence.

Strand 1 - The Policy Delphi
 
Having received 23 responses to my “Round Two” questionnaire, sent out before Easter, I am now analysing them. I have also adjusted the results from Round One, to remove those from the six people who have been unable to respond this time. At first sight, the Group response has not been significantly changed: the ‘drop-outs’ were not all of one view, either way, on key Issues. 

There are some interesting comments on my draft Policy Options (POs): actions that I suggest (from the analysis of views on relevant Issues in Round One) are needed to help develop Value Mapping in the UK. The seven POs are listed in Table 1, with the Delphi Group’s scores. It is clear that there is strong support for re-engineering the IT systems of the Valuation Office Agency (VOA), which is responsible for administering property tax assessments (PO5). There is also pretty clear support for the idea that Government should facilitate, if not participate in, existing trials of land value taxation (LVT) – PO1.  Following from these steps – and arguably justifying them, is the proposal (PO6) to thoroughly investigate the reform of existing property taxes, basing them on ‘rolling’ site valuations alone, not on gross property valuations at five or ten year intervals. This too is supported by most of the Delphi Group. These ‘rolling revaluations’ would provide the capability to continuously monitor local economic ‘landvaluescape’.
Table 2: Draft Policy Options for UK Value Mapping

	PO No
	Description
	Rd.2 Gp Score /5

	1
	Government to support existing LVT ‘desk studies’ in trial areas by others, specifically by allowing [researchers] free access to confidential publicly held property value data 
	3.78

	2
	Enabling legislation, possibly based on the Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) section of the 2003 Local Government Act, to allow [tax-raising] trials of LVT in a range of areas
	3.13

	3
	Commission a UK Value Maps Market Analysis, building on NLIS
 & Project Acacia (see below)
	3.00

	4
	Government to appoint a single UK politician as Champion to oversee all national geo-data initiatives, including valuation within land management on the European model
	3.09

	5
	Re-engineering VOA’s IT systems to enable it to take account of advances in CAMA
 and GIS techniques, both for internal efficiencies and wider public benefits
	4.33

	6
	Compare first- and second-order costs of continuing with the present UBR/CT
 property taxes (albeit modernised and using GIS) with annual revaluations, and replacing both with LVT and ‘rolling revaluation’
	3.7

	7
	Extend UBR to cover all non-domestic, non-agricultural land, including vacant sites and derelict buildings at HABU
 valuation, to give nation-wide coverage of property values
	2.87


I have now started to arrange one-to-one meetings with key members of my Delphi Group: those working for agencies without whom either suitable data could not be made available or whose support for the ‘UK plc’ business case is seen as vital. I will be probing their Delphic answers and developing the POs. 
Most of these agencies are members of the UK Association for Geographic Information (AGI). I am a member of the AGI Public Policy Committee, which has asked me to lead in developing AGI’s policy advice towards two Government projects that closely relate to Value Maps: Valuebill and Acacia. In June the sponsors of both these projects achieved milestones: one good, one disappointing.

Valuebill aims to use GI to help discover properties that are currently missed off the VOA’s tax lists, because GIS has hitherto not been used to ensure completeness. An estimated £1 bn each year goes uncollected – about 4% of the total revenue for local authorities. Valuebill creates a unique property reference number for each taxable property identified on the topographic map and in lists held by VOA and various local authority files, then ‘cleans’ these files to ensure each refers to the same property before creating a reliable maintenance process in the council’s revenues department, from where VOA gets its updates of changes in the occupation and use of taxable properties. In the process local land & property gazetteers (LLPGs), which have numerous functions in all sectors of the economy and society, are being corrected: some supposedly ‘complete’ LLPGs have such high error rates that they seriously degrade the national NLPG.

Valuebill has operated for a year in ten pilot local authorities and proved that the national investment of this simple GIS in VOA, costing £70m overall, should identify new revenue worth nearly £1bn each year after the project is complete in 2009, from existing property taxes. This will greatly increase equity and efficiency without any legislative reform.

The Acacia Programme looked at how to develop the UK’s land and property information systems, focusing on the addressing of property. Several pilot studies and the main Acacia Board published their reports in mid-June, within a week of the national launch of Valuebill.  Acacia appears to be stalled, largely for lack of funds to clean up and develop the NLPG, yet if Valuebill’s revenue stream were diverted partially to help councils pay for the essential work in cleaning up their LLPGs there would still be surplus funds to pay for a host of other GIS applications using the NLPG.
When AGI has approved the policy paper I am writing for them, it should appear on their web site at www.agi.org.uk, probably in September. This piece of work will help me explore beyond the issue of addressing with AGI members: Acacia initially acknowledged that land parcel extents, ownership and occupation were also part of its remit. My third and final Delphi Group working paper will summarise my findings from these discussions with UK NLPG & Value Map stakeholders.

In April the House of Commons committee that covers the affairs of the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) set up an Inquiry into Local Revenues, which shadowed the work of the Balance of Funding Study under Minister Nick Raynsford MP. Both Raynsford and the ODPM Committee reported in July. My evidence to the ODPM Committee is published as a Memorandum (LGR 31, page Ev138) at http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200304/cmselect/cmodpm/402/402iii.pdf 

In my evidence I drew from a new book by my Kingston University supervisor Professor Owen Connellan Land Value Taxation in Britain: Experience & Opportunities, to which I contributed Chapter 15 (Prospects for LVT) and two technical appendices on UK geodata projects and my own research efforts in this area. This was published by Lincoln Institute for Land Policy in April. The UK launch of the book is planned for a conference in Oxford on 16 September. Copies can be obtained from Lincoln Institute (US$ payment only) http://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/pub-detail.asp?id=891   

or from the author or myself
 see http://www.landvaluescape.org/archives/000010.html 

The UK LVT debate continues to be more about financing of transport and other infrastructure than about reform of local government taxes. The Vice Chair of Transport for London (TfL) chaired a conference on LVT and transport – the third in less than three years organised by the Waterfront Conference Company – on 6 July, at which the consensus seemed to be that a project like CrossRail might be the best first opportunity to use LVT in the UK. However ‘the devil is [still] in the detail’ – which is where research like mine comes in: the ‘how’ not the ‘why’ of LVT. A full transcript of the London conference can be obtained from http://www.thewaterfront.co.uk/conferences/past_infrastructure.php 

TfL has sponsored a major piece of research, with RICS and ODPM, by property consultants Atis Real Weatheralls into developing a methodology for measuring the uplift in land values associated with particular transport investment. TfL/ODPM are also looking at the specific uplift on land values of the Jubilee Line Extension (JLE) of the London Underground, using their own private sources of property price information.
Lincoln has just published a paper by myself and fellow Kingston postgraduate Stephen Mitchell, on the same subject but relying purely on information in the public domain and free. This can be downloaded from 
http://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/pub-detail.asp?id=906 
It is not just transport infrastructure finance that overburdens the general taxpayer (or consumer of public goods) and could be served by LVT. From the weekly magazine Housing Today comes this quote
: "The rise in land values after infrastructure is promised could be harnessed to pay for the installation of utilities and other services..."  The claim is by Anglian Water's Phil Butler, head of commercial consultancy. The company supplies water to an area that includes major growth around Stanstead, London's third airport, and Cambridge. This is the driest part of England.
As I write this (26 July) I’m listening to a programme on BBC Radio 4 all about controlling house prices, which where I live are seven times higher than average earnings for first-time buyers. The conclusion of the lady whose idea it was to do this radio enquiry was ‘use taxes’ and one of the contributors was Oxford University’s Professor John Muellbauer, who I met recently. He talked about Denmark’s LVT and said the UK should do the same.

Strand 2 – The Oxfordshire LVT Trial

Almost all of the 3000+ land parcels in the area, straddling the A34 western Oxford bypass at Botley, have been defined. Other property information is captured in a database ready to be associated with these parcels. Undoubtedly the biggest problem so far has not been site valuation but defining land parcels to be valued.
Valuer Rob Ashton-Kane has visited all the 200 or so ‘beacon’ residential sites in the area and produced values for them, from which he can estimate intermediate site values, with the help of data already held by the Council. He has also visited all 300 or so non-residential sites to complete his assessments. He expects to have a full set of provisional valuations to load into the database by the time the Working Group of local councillors meets on 12 August, by which time the Council’s GIS Section needs to have completed the land parcel database. My role has been to advise on the design and production of map graphics to illustrate various reports and presentations about the Trial, notably the Waterfront conference in Oxford on 16 September. Programme for the conference is at http://www.thewaterfront.co.uk/pdfs/current_conferences/Oxford%20Broch.pdf 
Conference chair Chris Huhne was re-elected as a Member of the European Parliament on 10 June. He also spoke strongly in support of LVT at two recent events: the 6 July LVT/Transport conference on 6 July and a workshop about Kate Barker’s report on Housing Supply on 11 May. Huhne is strongly in favour of tax-raising trials before any nation-wide decision on LVT; he also favours levying the tax only on the increment above a base-line valuation.
Sponsors for the Oxford conference are Lincoln Institute, who funded the site valuations and my ‘landvaluescape’ input, and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF), whose money is being used to reduce the delegate fees for the voluntary sector. JRF is best known for its support for research in the area of social justice and sustainable communities. RICS has also endorsed the event.
The OxonLVT Working Group now meets monthly. Group Chair Cllr Margaret Godden has resigned as Deputy Leader of the County Council in order to devote more time to the trial but her successor remains a Working Group member. The Councils’ joint press release of 12 October 2003, together with other information about the Trial, is now on the new www.oxonlvt.org web-site. 

With the help of my two other Kingston University supervisors, I am presenting papers at two international conferences this summer, which will describe my PhD work but especially the OxonLVT Trial. One is the Fifth Global Environmental Taxation Conference in Pavia, Italy 9-11 September and the other the Regional Science Association International (British & Irish Section) conference in Cork 18-20 August. 
At all three conferences I hope to obtain structured feedback on my Value Mapping ideas and also make contacts with overseas practitioners and fellow researchers. Another working paper for Lincoln Institute will formally present the findings of the OxonLVT Trial for academic and professional readership, whilst the local politicians take their campaign for LVT forward, as national parties prepare their manifestos for an expected General Election early in 2005.
As a local politician myself, I have been appointed Chair of West Berkshire Council’s Affordable Housing Task Group (AHG), to look at our local policies and those of other bodies and how they actually or potentially could help secure a better supply of homes for those who cannot currently engage with the market. This is another opportunity to network with others interested in the landvaluescape phenomenon. AHG doesn’t report until March 2005.
Strand 3 - Overseas Fact-finding

I have been investigating several websites where developments in European property taxation, land information systems and environmental research are posted. A paper on the implications for Value Maps globally has been written and posted on my web site at http://www.landvaluescape.org/archives/000017.html aimed at national representatives of selected Commissions of the Federation Internationale Géometrique (FIG – World Congress of Surveyors). There is also a questionnaire for those FIG members who have experience of using or making Value Maps. FIG Bureau has kindly agreed to email notice of this to several hundred of its contacts at the end of July. Two completed forms have already been returned from former Communist countries in Eastern Europe.
At the same time, I have been approaching contacts in several European countries to try and arrange short visits of a few days each during the summer, to meet stakeholders in Value Maps. The aim is to explore what actual costs and benefits are being experienced and what technical, cultural and political conditions these countries exhibit that might have affected the development of the concept that I am studying here in Britain.

The responses to the FIG questionnaire will be analysed, along with the feedback from the three conferences about the OxonLVT Trial and presented in a final working paper to the Delphi Group in the autumn. After their responses to Round 3 have been analysed I will turn to writing up my dissertation.

Postscript

Where and who are ‘landowners’ today? At a Symposium on 11 May to discuss how to reform UK tax and planning laws to stem the inexorable rise in house (land) prices, the Law Society and RICS were called “storm troopers for the landowners” by Wyndham Thomas, Vice President of the host organisation: the Town & Country Planning Association (TCPA).

Yet another delegate stated, with no dissent expressed, that the moral case for recovering ‘the unearned increment’ in land values is no longer disputed. Many property owners campaigned alongside ardent land taxers last year to try and get some of this land value used to fund BIDs. Are the Government jumping at shadows, when they refuse to allow LVT to be piloted – or even to fund research such as this newsletter describes?

There is still the belief that the necessary information to enable LVT to happen is inadequate. “Arcane” is a word that Thomas used to describe LVT: I would use it to describe the outdated attitude of those who think LVT too difficult technically, because they can’t be bothered to look at how GIS has changed the ground rules.












� (see � HYPERLINK "http://www.landvaluescape.org/archives/000012.html" ��http://www.landvaluescape.org/archives/000012.html�) 


� National Land Information Service, initially just for on-line property conveyancing. 


� Computer Aided Mass Appraisal (of property and land values for tax purposes)


� Uniform Business Rate and Council Tax, the current British non-domestic and domestic property taxes.


� Highest And Best Use


� Owing to demand, I am currently out of stock but will be re-ordering in time for the Oxford conference.


� Housing Today 23 July 2004, page 16: “Higher land values could fund utilities, says water company”
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