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Valuebill after Acacia: forward addressing!
-a paper for AGI by Tony Vickers

Summary. 

This paper sets out, in language accessible for the general reader, a case for the Valuebill project to be used as the means of funding the early completion of the National Land & Property Gazetteer (NLPG), following the winding up of the Acacia programme of activities. It builds on the experience of the Valuebill pilots during 2003-4 and the final Acacia progress reports.
It concludes that local councils which are billing authorities for local revenue collection, and are also custodians of local property gazetteers upon which revenue collection depends, ought to be allowed to offset the costs of upgrading their IT systems for Valuebill against the additional revenue collected as a result of this work. This will enable the NLPG to be completed in a timely and consistent manner and thereafter maintained, to the benefit of all. Otherwise it is unlikely that some local billing authorities will participate in Valuebill.

The Association for Geographic Information (AGI) should lead in lobbying Government to allow this. Activities that could be undertaken in this respect are set out in the paper.
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1. Purpose

1.1. The purpose of this paper is to help AGI to develop its policy on the way forward for UK Addressing, the NLPG and other eGovernment projects seen as essential components of a UK national spatial data infrastructure (NSDI). It would then be for AGI to persuade Government to adopt this policy and put in place the institutional framework to ensure earliest possible completion of NLPG and other aims of Acacia project partners.

1.2. The paper is written for a wider readership that may not be familiar with all the language of UK GI or the nuances of UK conventions on the re-use of public sector information (PSI), because only by securing wide support from potential beneficiaries of NLPG and NSDI is it likely that Government support can be secured. A secondary purpose of the paper is therefore to advise on steps that might be taken by AGI to secure acceptance of the proposed policy by Government, including lobbying.
2. Background

2.1. The AGI was formed in 1989 in the wake of a Government Enquiry into the handling of geographic information (GI), by a Committee chaired by Lord Chorley, whose 1987 report included a recommendation to establish an independent Centre for Geographic Information. AGI’s Mission is “to maximise the use of GI  for the benefit of the citizen, good governance and commerce” (1). 
2.2. GI forms a part of about 75% of government and business transactions: wherever ‘place’, such as an address or some other locational attribute, features in an activity. The most obvious form of GI is the traditional map. The Ordnance Survey (OS) has been a sponsor of AGI since its formation and digitised all its own maps and other information holdings by 1995. This helped it become a net contributor to the public purse in 2002, thanks to sales and licensing of GI products. 

2.3. However OS generally only deals in physical and administrative features and relies on other agencies to collect and maintain information about addresses, ownership, value and use of land and property. Its MasterMap product is designed to incorporate ‘layers’ of GI with ‘intelligence’, such as transport networks and land ownership and use, supplied by partner agencies in both public and private sectors (2).
2.4. There are many other components to NSDI which, in Britain, are the responsibility of different agencies. No single Government Department is responsible for NSDI, although ODPM now acts as the sponsor of a Pan-Government Agreement (PGA) by which a single sum secures the free use of OS data for all central government agencies
. Most other transfers of GI between publicly funded bodies are governed by Treasury rules that require each agency to generate revenue from its ‘customers’, even when there is no significant cost of exchange and the data has already been paid for by the taxpayer. Exceptions are when the use of GI forms part of a statutory function, such as land registration or valuation for taxation: in such cases however there is often a legal restriction on the use of GI for any purpose other than that for which it was collected, quite distinct from restrictions which might follow from Data Protection or national security considerations.
2.5. This paper focuses on those key GI datasets that deal with property: postal addresses and other forms of unique property referencing, including those for ‘non-addressable properties’, for which Royal Mail (OS’ source of data for its AddressPoint dataset) has no use; and land and property extents, ownership and value, for which in England and Wales Her Majesty’s Land Registry (HMLR) and the Inland Revenue’s Valuation Office Agency (VOA) respectively are responsible.
2.6. Local authorities are overwhelmingly the main sources of change information about addresses, as they have statutory duties for street naming and numbering, development control
 and monitoring other environmental legislation. The Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA), acting on behalf of councils in Britain, has formed a wholly owned company, the Local Government Information House (LGIH), which negotiates collectively on their behalf with OS and other national agencies and acts as custodian and contracting body with private sector partners to maximise the revenue from - and benefit of - GI for local government. Councils, as billing authorities, also have a close relationship with VOA. 
2.7. Any NSDI must, under present arrangements for governance in Britain, recognise the key role of local authorities in creating and maintaining a consistent and up-to-date collection of GI – and make it worthwhile for councils to fully engage in projects that are in the national interest. Councils are also the natural ‘portal’ through which joined-up eGovernment can best be delivered to citizens locally and to local commerce
.
3. Valuebill

3.1. UK local government receives about two thirds of its revenue (£28 billion) from property taxes
. Almost all occupiers of residential property pay Council Tax (CT), based on crude bandings of assessed capital market value. Almost all occupied commercial property, excluding that used for agriculture, is liable for non-domestic rates (NDR), based on the notional rental value to occupiers. CT rates are set by local authorities: it is the only significant local tax that councils collect and retain. The rate for NDR is set centrally by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) for England and by the Welsh and Scottish Executives, hence it is also known as the Uniform Business Rate (UBR). However the rating lists and the assessed valuations for each ‘hereditament’ – as a rateable property is known – are maintained by VOA (or Boards of Assessors in Scotland). 

3.2. Although property taxes are relatively cheap to administer (because they cannot be avoided) and the UK claims one of the highest collection rates in the world for its local property taxes, we have a problem caused by the lack of a land register and deficiencies in address referencing. Revenue collection systems in local authorities generally and the VOA’s own IT systems pre-date the introduction of GIS, which may explain why UK property taxes cost far more to administer than those in most developed countries which have land registers and use GIS more for national land management. For example, Denmark’s property taxes cost about £1.50 per property per year, compared to £9 for Britain
. Local government pays for this, through the payments made by ODPM and the Welsh Executive to VOA for its services: about three quarters of VOA’s revenue comes from administration of local government taxation systems.

3.3. VOA and ODPM have recognised that GIS can enable a step-change in revenue collection efficiencies by helping identify properties that may be liable for tax but recorded wrongly or missing in the rating lists. Valuebill is a project of the VOA, local government, the property professions and land and property systems suppliers, aimed at improving the cost of collection and equity of taxation, together with further benefits arising from better ‘address intelligence’, particularly within local authorities.

3.4. The business case for Valuebill (3), approved by ODPM in April 2003 and based on 2001-02 statistics, is that it will recover a quarter of the ‘collectable’ missing revenue within three years of project completion. It is estimated that 4% of the £13.6bn CT and 2% of the £14.4bn NDR is not being collected equitably, largely because of data mismatches and gaps. The ‘missing’ revenue amounts to about £825m per year. Valuebill’s total project costs are estimated at £75m, of which the cost to each billing authority is about £150k.
3.5. The case remains viable if only half the ‘increase’ in revenue is achieved. Furthermore there is an additional unknown number of rateable properties currently unrecognised by both VOA and councils, especially non-domestic properties in larger cities
. This number may be even more significant than the number of mismatched properties but by its nature cannot be quantified. The case also excludes those benefits external to the business of project partners but of greater importance to wider society, which follow from there being a single authentic up-to-date register of property addresses: the case for NLPG (see below).

3.6. Although the ‘lost’ revenue is large, it must be remembered that recovering it should not permanently increase the total revenue of local government. Budget requirements remain the same and what happens is that the following year’s rates are adjusted to give a revenue neutral outcome. However all those now paying NDR and CT will benefit by having greater numbers of hereditaments with which to share the tax burden, hence the increase in equity. This is an important selling point for Valuebill among politicians and business interest groups
.

3.7. Valuebill comprises the following principal elements (4):

· Data match of existing local authority address data to VOA’s;
· Creation of a new field in VOA’s database for Unique Property Reference Number (UPRN), a key feature of the NLPG;
· New process development within VOA and billing authorities, also in other departments of local councils, especially planning (development control);

· Data collection and maintenance – a one-off trawl for missing properties and then procedures to ensure changes are captured.
3.8. All these activities benefit from the use of GIS, whereas current property tax systems are entirely based on spreadsheet technology. In many local authority GIS strategies, Revenues does not even feature as a potential GIS user
. Yet only with a map it is possible to easily spot mismatches and in particular geographic ‘holes’ in property tax data sets.
3.9. Ten local authorities
 have taken part in pilots of Valuebill and the launch of the main phase of the project took place in June 2004. It is expected that a further 40 will sign up during 2004-05 and the remainder during the following two years, with full implementation and delivery of benefits by 2009-10. Although the pilots have fully validated the ODPM business case, many councils attending the launch expressed concern at the up-front capital costs they would need to incur at a time when budgets are tight.

3.10. A key factor in persuading councils to engage with Valuebill could be the prospect of a significant revenue stream from sales of address lists. One pilot authority estimates additional income to the authority of £150,000 per year, equal to the one-off cost in year one of the project (5). The same authority (Huntingdonshire DC) claims that their four principal in-house address lists, each comprising 60-70,000 records, had 30,000 mismatches – all of which are now cleansed.

3.11. VOA recognises that Valuebill can result in enormous improvements to the way in which it relates to those who operate the property market. With the UPRN field giving it the ability to use GIS internally and in products and services derived from its rating lists, its 2002 Forward Plan (6) stated in respect of the NLPG and other developments such as the 2001 Land Registration Act:-
“These changes to increase the efficiency and transparency of the underlying property markets will also help the VOA’s work to modernise and demystify the valuation process.”

4. NLPG

4.1. Valuebill, like NLIS, is a key national eGovernment project that relies on the NLPG, which in turn depends on local land and property gazetteers (LLPGs). The NLPG will only provide “unambiguous identification of land and property” if, like the OS map, it is consistently updated and maintained and made available in a timely and cost-effective manner to those who need land and property information in their business (7).
4.2. The NLPG was one of the first “nationally coordinated initiatives to be identified under the Central Local Concordat”. Some 80% of all datasets in the country, in all sectors, have an address component. Although there may be different ways in which organisations need to describe addresses, all need assurance that every property is correctly and uniquely identifiable. The role of local authorities in providing that assurance is recognised and on their behalf IDeA, through the LGIH, has appointed Property Intelligence plc, the UK’s leading provider of online property information, to advise councils on the creation and maintenance of LLPGs.
4.3. British Standard 7666 provides a standard means of electronically recording addresses and structuring gazetteers, with the UPRN as the key to cross-referencing. Property Intelligence has set up Intelligent Addressing, comprising experts in the field, to develop and coordinate work by local authorities and to assign them UPRNs for their LLPGs. Councils sign a standard NLPG licence agreement entitling them, for a fee, to the services of Intelligent Addressing and the revenues from local use of their LLPGs. Virtually all councils have now joined NLPG but the standard of LLPGs is still very variable, with between 8% and 30% mismatches experienced by end users
. This is one factor holding back the exploitation of the NLPG
.
4.4. There are a number of outstanding technical issues with NLPG and BS 7666, however Valuebill has shown that the immediate benefits to participants in terms of revenue and efficiencies that LLPGs deliver can sustain the collective effort required to resolve these issues.  It would seem time to raise the profile of the NLPG among decision makers: the project has been undersold and needs the boost that renewed investment and marketing could give.
5. Acacia
5.1. In December 2002 four Government Departments (VOA, HMLR, OS and Registers of Scotland), LGIH and Royal Mail came together to sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to undertake the Acacia Programme of activities. Acacia was not a separate project and had no funds but its Board consisted of the Chief Executives of member organisations and it met monthly, indicating a very high level of commitment. Its purpose was:-
“to promote the development and maintenance in the national interest of definitive national databanks of addresses … and in due course property ownership and occupancy parcels, together with the related definitive mapping, all linked together and held as a land and property layer within the framework of OS MasterMap, and all continuously updated and readily accessible to users.”(8)
5.2. Pilot studies
 were commissioned in several areas of different aspects of the Acacia programme. In June 2004, a week before the launch of Valuebill appeared to offer a funding stream to take forward its work, the Acacia Board members delivered their final reports and it effectively disbanded (9).

5.3. The report by Acacia Board Chairman Andrew Edwards, a retired senior civil servant, lists forty lessons learned and conclusions. These focused on England, although most of them apply to the rest of the UK. Many of the conclusions are technical but several are clearly of interest to the wider public, in particular local authorities and commerce, as highlighted below:-
i. The pilot and research work has strengthened earlier beliefs that a national infrastructure as envisaged in the Acacia vision is feasible in technical terms.

iv. A proper governance structure under a lead-Department, working to a defined remit, with suitable empowerment and dedicated staff resources, will be critical to success.

vii. The first stage of a joined-up national address infrastructure is the linking of source datasets. Such an infrastructure requires selection of the best quality source for each category of data, matching source data and resolution of matching failures.

xiii. Local authorities, with their local knowledge and statutory obligations, have a key role to play in the national infrastructure and in resolution of anomalies. … LLPGs need to be completed to a very high standard.

xxii. Issues of access, pricing, intellectual property rights and licensing, which were set aside to enable the pilot work to proceed, will need to be resolved alongside the issues of future governance.

xxix. The six Acacia organisations alone reported spending £15 million a year in [work on addresses]. Local authorities probably spend at least as much again, not least in user departments, and probably over £100 million a year on related functions.

xxxiv. … The scope for realising [the benefits of Valuebill] depends heavily on data quality and access improvements from completing LLPGs and the national infrastructure.
xxxvii. In addition to local authority services, emergency services, and property and location related services of all kinds, where the benefits are clear and tangible, such benefits are likely to include significant applications … in other areas not yet identified. The importance of high-quality, up to date addresses data tends at present to be under-perceived.

xxxviii. Some benefits can only be realised, and additional costs avoided, if there is certainty about the way forward and clarity about the likely form of the national framework, allowing stakeholders to identify benefits not currently foreseeable. Early resolution of present uncertainties will therefore be important.

5.4. The Acacia Board never progressed beyond the issues of address data to look at the wider aspects of land and property information, in particular the creation of land and property parcel extent and ownership data sets. Nevertheless the case is overwhelming that the subject needs to be picked up at a senior level in Government without delay. 

5.5. Acacia participants also recognise implicitly, in xxxiv above, that Valuebill and NLPG are intimately linked. Valuebill does appear capable of achieving ‘the first stage’, ‘linking … the best quality source[s]’ of address data for most urban properties, without needing the issues of governance, pricing and access, or technical matching to be resolved first. It also appears able to provide a revenue stream from which all the other costs of taking Acacia’s aims forward can be funded
.
5.6. Because ODPM is the sponsor Department both for local government and for revenue collection costs incurred by VOA, it would seem appropriate initially for a Minister in ODPM to be given responsibility for taking the lead in actions that follow from Acacia report conclusions. If power is in purse-strings, the extra revenue from Valuebill in-year belongs to ODPM and ought to be top-sliced to provide the resources for developing the systems necessary, at national and local level, so that NLPG, NLUD and NLIS can be fully implemented as soon as possible. However the long-term strategy for NGDI, once Valuebill has achieved its objectives, may best be driven from elsewhere in Government.
6. Conclusions

6.1. The NLPG provides a sufficiently robust process for taking forward the aims of the Acacia programme, as regards addressing. Local authorities and their LLPGs are the key but the national infrastructure – including governance, access arrangements, pricing, copyright etc – needs to be in place by the time Valuebill has achieved initial NLPG dataset completion.

6.2. The work carried out by Acacia Board member organisations and in Valuebill and Acacia pilots indicates that a revenue stream more than sufficient to finance the completion of Valuebill, NLPG, NLUD and other GI eGovernment initiatives over the next five years is available. Because local authorities are key to all these projects, they should be allowed to offset their initial costs in participating in Valuebill against the in-year additional revenue that will accrue from that work
. 
6.3. To ensure that only those local authorities that can demonstrate competence in undertaking their part of Valuebill are reimbursed for it, the Valuebill Project Office should be authorised by ODPM, as project sponsor, to formally approve local plans and contracts prepared by partner local authorities. 

6.4. The AGI, because its members are drawn from the entire GI community and not just the Acacia Programme partner organisations, is best placed to advise Government on the next steps. AGI members who clearly have a vested interest in the commercial outcome of Valuebill – completion of the NLPG – should either attempt to put the AGI’s Mission above that of their own organisations or take no part in AGI’s policy formulation on this matter, other than to provide factual information.
7. Recommendations
AGI should take a lead in advising and lobbying Governments at local and national level on this matter, using its membership and contacts in all sectors of the economy and society. Specifically the following actions by AGI are recommended:

I. Write immediately to ODPM with the suggestion at 6.2 above – requesting permission for councils to offset their LLPG/Valuebill costs against additional revenue raised in-year during the project - and offer to discuss how to implement this in practice. Point out that other issues, especially those concerning governance and access, can be resolved in parallel. The following recommendations of the Acacia Board Chairman can be cited in evidence: i, xiii, xxii, xxxiv and xxxviii (see 5.3 above).
II. Draft a standard motion for local Councils to adopt, calling for the ability to offset initial LLPG upgrade costs against Valuebill revenue - and ask the Local Government Association (LGA) to endorse it on an all-party basis.

III. Write to the British Chambers of Commerce, pointing out the benefits to their members of Valuebill and asking them to lobby Government to allow councils to have LLPG work funded by Valuebill.

IV. Work with Valuebill pilot participants to develop topic-specific papers that explain the benefits of Valuebill and significance of NLPG to a range of GI users, especially those in local government.

V. Ask AGI members in all sectors to produce examples of costs of not having NLPG complete and feed these to Valuebill pilot authorities to include in their topic papers.

VI. Publish this paper on the AGI web-site and consider holding a Press Launch to draw the attention of the media to (a) the need for Government to appoint a lead Department to ensure better use of GI, (b) the outstanding technical issues and how to address them and (c) the role of Valuebill as a revenue stream for NLPG etc.
VII. Call for Government to review the way all geographic change information relating to land and property is recorded and the responsibilities of various agencies in this respect, with specific consideration given to the idea of  bodies.

6.5. These actions need to be coordinated by Address SIG, Local Government SIG and Public Policy SIG as appropriate, as soon as AGI Council has ratified them.

TONY VICKERS 

tonyvickers@phonecoop.coop 
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� The NHS is currently excluded from the PGA, which applies only to organisations in the Civil Service Year Book.


� The National Land Use Database (NLUD) project � HYPERLINK "http://www.nlud.org.uk" ��www.nlud.org.uk� will eventually incorporate details of all land use. At present it only holds information about previously developed vacant or developable urban land and there are no plans to extend it to include Local and Unitary Development Plans.


� However ‘local’ for many organisations does not mean the same local authority boundaries apply. Hence the need for consistency across those boundaries in any datasets produced by local authorities, if external organisations are to be able to use them.


� Local government finance policy is currently under review. This paper assumes that council tax and non-domestic rates will continue, albeit possibly reformed, for the foreseeable future.


� The Danish figure was given to the author on a visit to their tax authorities in 2001. The UK figure is taken from the VOA’s 2002 annual report. Denmark’s property tax system underwent modernisation in the early 1980s and incorporates GIS. It is about to be modernised again.


� Local authorities are unlikely to admit to the extent of their local problem, even if they had some knowledge of it. The ODPM business case acknowledges this.


� However it is mainly local residents that feel the effect of adjustments, since only the CT rate can be changed locally to take account of excess or shortfall in previous year’s revenue collection. There is no such direct accountability of councils to business rate payers.


� This is the case in the author’s own West Berkshire District Council GIS Strategy, approved in April 2004.


� The pilot billing authorities are: East Riding of Yorkshire, Huntingdonshire, Camden LB, South Gloucestershire, Staffordshire Moorlands, Tandridge, Tynedale, Newham LB, Derwentside, Corporation of London. At least one (Camden) has since withdrawn.


� In the experience of those users of LLPGs with whom the author has had context.


� Another factor is the uncertainty over the licensing arrangements, because there is still no agreement between the parties to NLPG as to the share of revenue or the cross-charging regime that will operate between RM, OS and LGIH. 


� The following local authorities took part in one or more Acacia pilots: Basingstone & Deane, Aylesbury Vale, Nottingham City, Buckinghamshire.


� This presupposes that local property taxes continue.


� There is a precedent. The Home Office now allows the cost of installing speed cameras to be offset against the revenue collected from fines that would not be received without those cameras. Local authorities install the cameras but do not collect the fines.
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