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VISUALISING LANDVALUESCAPE

“The Concept in a British Context”

Delphi Group Round Two Analysis

Background

This document presents an analysis of the responses by a specially convened ‘Delphi Group’ of experts and stakeholders, to the second questionnaire on the subject of Value Maps, sent out to them in April 2004 (Vickers 2004a
). The composition of the full Group of 29 is analysed in a separate document (Vickers 2004b
), the responses to Round One in Vickers (2004c
)  and the Delphi Process itself is described in a draft chapter for the author’s PhD dissertation (Vickers 2004d
).

The questionnaire ‘Q2’  re-presented most of the original 28 ‘issues’ around the subject to the Group, in order of first round average ‘scores’ and with a few extra Issues suggested by participants, for them to be scored again in four ‘dimensions’: relevance, desirability, feasibility and confidence. This last dimension was used to give weighting to the scores by each participant before a Group score was produced.
Preceding this part of Q2 was a section on draft Policy Options (POs) derived by the author from analysis of Round One responses. A short narrative to each PO explained how it had been arrived at. Participants were asked to score the Desirability of each of seven POs (in one case the Feasibility) and given space to comment on it. They were also asked to re-consider their estimate of when “Britain will have been value mapped by” and to suggest other Policy Options.
The results of Round Two will be combined with those from another survey, of overseas exponents and users (actual or prospective) of Value Maps, which was issued to several hundred national representatives of four Commissions of the Federation Internationale Geometrique (World Congress of Surveyors – FIG) in July by the FIG Bureau (Vickers 2004e
). This seeks to gain an understanding of the conditions under which Value Mapping develops in other countries, its costs and perceived benefits, which will be communicated to the UK Delphi Group in a third and final Round of interaction at the end of 2004. A third strand of work consists of developing and presenting a demonstrator Value Map model of an area of Oxfordshire, in conjunction with the local authorities there who are sponsoring a study of land value taxation (LVT). The results of this study are being presented to a conference in Oxford on 16 September
 and the author will issue a questionnaire to delegates asking for their views on the value maps to which they will be exposed at this conference, also to the discussion there on related subjects, including LVT.

A series of one-to-one meetings or semi-structured interviews, with key stakeholders in UK Value Maps most of whom are Delphi Group members, is also being undertaken by the author during the latter half of 2004, to probe further into the issues and policy options surrounding the topic. All these activities constitute the research that will conclude with the preparation of a dissertation in early 2005.

Only 23 of the 29 original Delphi Group responded to Round Two, despite the deadline for reply being extended over two months to the end of July. Round One analysis has been re-worked to exclude the six ‘drop-outs’ but the revised Group scores are in no case more than 0.2 different for any Issues. The drop-outs are spread across all stakeholder groups, levels of expertise and opinion towards LVT. However the only representative of what is increasingly seen as a key stakeholder group – insurers – has dropped out of the Group. It is hoped that some drop-outs will re-join the Group for Round Three.

Analysis of Policy Options

The POs were presented in a logical order and responses are discussed here in the same order. The Group scores varied considerably between POs, from 2.87 (PO7) to 4.33 (PO5) where 3 represents ‘no opinion’, anything less is disagreement and anything more is agreement. Although ‘1’ was supposed to be the lowest possible score and ‘5’ the highest, in two cases respondents felt so strongly opposed to a PO that they scored it zero or minus! The zero was retained but the minus score was raised to zero.

It should be noted that the POs inter-relate to some degree, so that if one PO is rejected and another accepted it may mean that the acceptable PO becomes non-feasible. This will be discussed as applicable. The analysis of POs will conclude with a review of these links, of the detailed descriptions and logic behind each PO and a re-statement of the set of POs: the proposed Policy Plan
.
Comments by Delphi Group members are given anonymously, as required by the Privacy Agreement made with participants. The quotes can be identified by the respondent number, given in brackets after each quote.  Stakeholder group affiliation and self-assessed expertise in the relevant subject areas, which were given and used in Round One, have not yet been used in the analysis at this stage. The ‘generic description’ column gives clues as to who the respondents are.
PO1: Government to support existing LVT ‘desk studies’ by others, specifically by allowing free access to confidential publicly held property value data in trial areas.

It was seen as implicit in the Round One analysis that development of Value Mapping in the UK is almost inevitably linked to the property tax reform debate: not necessarily to introduction of LVT but at least to a ‘not unfavourable disposition by Government towards its consideration’. No respondents disputed this assumption
, although one would prefer to see LVT as just one of a range of potential property tax reforms that need to be studied.
Although two responses were strongly against the idea, even one of these appeared to accept that breach of the confidentiality of data supplied for tax purposes to VOA could be allowed if it was for tax research:

“There are exceptions to this of course but by and large these are restricted to the gathering of tax and distribution of benefits.” (4)

This respondent regards valuation data as ‘personal’, whereas the processed data that would be all that researchers need to access is by then de-personalised and should be regarded as an attribute of the property, not of the owner or occupier
. The use of the data is clearly related to ‘gathering of tax and distribution of benefits’, hence ought to be allowable if the personal sources are protected. As several respondents pointed out, researchers would need to sign a confidentiality agreement if it was felt that there was potential for them to access personal data, albeit that it should not be necessary for the purpose of the research: it might be impractical
 to give access to de-personalised data.
More than half the scores for this PO were ‘4’ and the average score was 3.78, with only three responses scoring ‘2’ or less. These three respondents all expressed concern about the potential loss of confidentiality. With several others, they stated that ‘free’ should not mean ‘unrestricted’ but should be limited to genuine research that Government supported. A typical view was:

“I would agree to disclosure to selective groups that have satisfied stringent criteria and have signed non-disclosure agreements.  (22)

The overwhelming majority view was that, with this proviso, Government should indeed actively support existing studies of LVT and even initiate its own studies, because it is important to have an evidence base before any tax reform policy proposals reach White Paper stage.

Respondents gave some evidence that the problem with access to data held by VOA is not just legal but to some extent is technical:-

“The whole issue of developing tools that give information that can be utilised to achieve policy objectives, e.g. affordable housing, is important and the door is open to explore different options. (3)”

Therefore even assuming the will to proceed exists, the technical ability to do so cannot be taken for granted. The processes for collecting publicly held data largely pre-date the computer age and still tend to be devised without consideration given to secondary uses, however beneficial these might potentially be. 
Even where a highly topical and important secondary research area is identified and recognised by Government, as is the case of the Barker (2004) proposals for taxing ‘the unearned increment in land values’ by way of a one-off tax on award of planning permission, it is unlikely that the Chancellor’s use of the word ‘study’, in the quote (Brown 2004) given in Vickers (2004a, 4
) meant use of VOA valuation data. Yet such studies were supported by the Delphi Group:
“It is essential for Government to support or even allow research into local taxation alternatives in a range of diverse (not just existing) trial geographical areas.  Access to confidential data is, of course, crucial for such research to materialise.” (50) 

and

“I feel this is important to re-assure both politicians and the public about the consequences of LVT. Without more extensive trials the debate is always going to tend towards the theoretical.  (14)
Some respondents indicated they were unsure whether the PO meant new studies should be commissioned as well as the existing ones, if so should they be in different areas and/or of policies other than LVT.  All such possibilities are covered: ‘Government support’ can come directly or indirectly, for example through Research Council funding as well as through selective relaxation of controls on access, or provision of data without charge where it would normally have to be paid for (e.g. to HMLR or OS). However the main barrier is legal and the author feels that, if this were to be removed, external funding could be secured for these and other research projects from within the UK, instead of bizarrely having to rely on the American Lincoln Institute as at present
.
The issue of VOA’s data quality, consistency and fitness for purpose for LVT was raised by one respondent (48). These are among the key issues that research needs to address.

PO2: Enabling legislation, possibly based on the BIDs section of the 2003 Local Government Bill, to allow trials of LVT in a range of areas.
The Group scored this barely more than neutral at 3.13. There was a feeling that PO1 needs to be tested before committing to even trials of LVT: there is more scope for desk studies than some like to think. However the spread of scores was significantly greater than with PO1, indicating that some people feel that desk studies alone are fairly pointless and researchers need to be able to model the feedback effects of LVT into their studies early on.
Among the thought-provoking range of views expressed are these, all showing scepticism about the desirability of ‘piloting’ any new tax, because of potential injustice and/or political reality:-

“I have always understood that it is not possible to pilot a tax.” (3)

In a sense this is true, in that for those subjected to the pilot, the financial effect is permanent: no Government will refund the ‘pilot’ sums levied if the pilot proves unworkable! As another put it:

“This is a fundamental misunderstanding of both the way most politicians think and of the way that they tax. If experimented with alongside existing property tax with little protest the LVT and the property tax would stay. I am still waiting for Mr Pitt to repeal the temporary income tax that he introduced to pay for the Napoleonic wars for example!” (4)
A new tax can be ‘temporary’ and later revoked, amended or consolidated. The word ‘pilot’ is possibly inappropriate, although schemes that involve charges being levied have been trialled in the past (utility companies being charged for road openings by time and lane length, for example) without demur.
“If taxes are actually to be raised on some people by this means then this is a recipe for social injustice. Anyone living in Scotland will tell you that experimenting on people is a recipe for hatred; Mrs. Thatcher’s experiment with the poll tax wiped the Conservatives out in Scotland. By all means do a dummy study and compare what people would have had to pay with what they are paying now but ONLY introduce the system when it applies to EVERYBODY. Anything else will be socially divisive... Making some people guinea pigs and not others would be grossly unfair and politically damaging. (12)

This shows a misunderstanding of the effect of devolution and of the difference between ‘enabling’ and ‘imposing’. The Poll Tax was ‘piloted’ in/on Scotland not long after the UK Government had refused devolution there and without either democratic consultation or technical research. The BIDs legislation and any pilots of LVT suggested here would only result in tax reform for people whose directly elected representatives at the appropriate level opted for it, presumably after some considerable research and consultation. Such people would no more be ‘guinea pigs’ than voters are to any new Government whose policies they do not fully support. A ‘dummy study’ simply cannot adequately emulate the economic consequences of LVT, many of which may be unintended and unforeseeable, whether good or bad.
The length of any LVT pilots is a more serious issue, as is the long-term aspiration for LVT of any Government proposing it.
“Trials would need to last several years to test impact.” (43)

and
“I agree, but it is likely to be important to ensure that the legislation only applies to trialling LVT. If this is not clear it may risk being seen as getting LVT in 'by the back door'.” (14)

Government should be honest about its intentions. Presumably LVT would only be piloted because a Government is favourably inclined towards it and has said so publicly through wide-ranging debate. As (16) put it:-

“The timing of the introduction of such enabling legislation needs to be politically very sensitive.  Equally as important, the reasons for the possible introduction of such valuations (and implications) need to be explained very well and discussed in open forums to avoid a backlash to the concept.”

 The trials should be clearly seen as part of that debate. The best way to ensure this is by a ‘sunset clause’ which results in the legislation automatically lapsing unless Parliament renews it after a set period, probably five years as a minimum.

One who strongly supported PO1 was just as strongly opposed to PO2, because:-

“I think this would be an environmental disaster, with every owner of a large plot taxed into developing it.” (44)

Another supporter of PO1 was strongly against PO2 for the same reason, which exhibits misunderstanding of how LVT works:-

“There is a danger of LVT being used as a tool to force a landowner to either sell or ‘exit’ from the current use if a tax is levied on a use to which the site either isn’t being put (your HABU requirement) or couldn’t be put e.g. restrictive covenant!” (48)
It is a fundamental human right, not contested by LVT theory or supporters, that ‘value’ for tax purposes has to be realisable, not just in planning law but in practical effect. For example, if a piece of land has planning permission but is physically inaccessible and incapable, for whatever reason, of being put into HABU by the current owner, then LVT cannot be levied until that obstacle to HABU has been removed. Similarly ‘every large plot’ is not necessarily capable of supporting additional dwellings. There is a place for desk-based modelling but also for field trials in taking forward the debate and public understanding of these matters.

There is little problem in delaying the legislation until a considerable amount of desk studies and ‘modelling’ has been undertaken but arguably the aspiration towards LVT should inform the design of the prior desk studies. Unless the data proves totally inadequate for/in the desk studies, it should take no more than one or two years to prove the technical viability of LVT and move into the tax-raising ‘field trials’ stage.
One respondent expressed a view that was widely heard at a recent conference on use of LVT for funding transport infrastructure investment:-

“Legislation is critical if LVT is to be used to fund infrastructure or provide local authorities with capital and /or revenue streams to put in and support infrastructure.” (7)
But could introduction for a transport project be treated as a fair trial for a tax system with wider potential implications? Any trial over a limited geographic area introduces certain artificialities compared to a whole-jurisdiction tax implementation, as this comment says:-

“How do you 'level' the economic and environment factors occurring within each selected area so that meaningful data can be observed and correlated? How do you filter out extraneous economic and environmental influences from the surrounding areas? How do you avoid penalizing some property owners?” (22)
The political climate now may favour use of LVT for, say, CrossRail as an extra tax, rather than replacing non –domestic rates (NDR) or council tax (CT) but who is to say where the value influence of a particular transport investment begins and ends? At least the boundaries of a local authority area are defined in law and there is a democratic process for reviewing them – and for the way elected representatives come into office to decide taxes.

In using LVT for infrastructure ‘gap funding’, the …

“Danger is that it will be seen to be an additional tax.” (45)

There are as many potential kinds of ‘LVT’ that corrupt the purists’ conception of the tax as there are politicians prepared to dabble in tax reform! The period between launching desk studies and levying any LVT – whether nation-wide or in a trial area – needs to be filled with debate informed by modelling exercises. However the debate need not end with the sending out of the first LVT bills but with the sending out of the last bills for NDR and CT, i.e. a long way into the future, after many refinements of the first enabling legislation. 
One respondent encapsulated most of the concerns of the Group but give PO2 the median score of ‘4’:-

“I agree that the theoretical approach envisaged in PO1 needs to be accompanied by a practical examination of the implications of LVT on some sort of sub-national scale. However the reaction from local politicians is likely to be quite negative. So, while I agree with PO2, it definitely needs to be preceded by an element of desk-based research together with a targeted education campaign aimed at local and national elected representatives.” (24)
PO3: Commission a UK Value Maps Market Analysis, building on NLIS and Project Acacia.
The third PO is independent of the first two and focuses on the market for applications in the data that Value Maps use and for the maps themselves. The preamble suggested that the National Land Information Service (NLIS) was a ‘successful model’ for using a PPP to make progress, which itself was a controversial idea in both general terms and in the specific case of NLIS.

The Group score was a perfectly neutral 3.00 and the range of individual scores very wide, indicating a number of issues to explore further. The median score of ‘4’ was awarded by ten respondents, with a further four registering extreme disapproval with ‘1’ or ‘0’ and only one giving it ‘5’.

The low scores imply a belief that only the private sector has ‘vested interests’ (49), which shows touching faith in the survivability of pure public sector values in modern, trading, public agencies.

“Information is power. This would represent yet another (very critical) step into bolstering the intrusive powers and influences of the private sector in accessing information about an individual’s assets and thus credit rating etc.” (16)
The implication here is that private credit rating agencies do not already do their rough-and-ready best to deduce such information, which has arguably more unjust effects than if the information upon which they relied was more readily verifiable, as it is in other countries.  Such fears are understandable but the proposal here is merely to involve the private sector in studying the market. Markets are reality and the private sector understands them better than civil servants. To reject this option is to discard an opportunity to secure very considerable public benefits from a partnership approach that most of the Group see as offering a sensible way forward.

“I think that this option would be the most likely to succeed and have credibility.” (22)

The disparate nature of the ‘private sector’ was recognised by one respondent – himself from the property industry - who suggested that on-line data suppliers, rather than (presumably) conglomerates without a specialist track record, should be approached:-

“There has been an explosion of data gathering and on line property data service providers in the last few years – I’d strongly advise a closer investigation of those companies involved – if they in turn could contribute and with their extensive knowledge of the ‘value profile’ of property across the UK, it should be possible to convince the private sector through the involvement of these online providers who have their confidence that such a system is worth investing in. It’s going to come down to cost and it is most unlikely that the private sector will wish to direct resources unless they can identify a return.” (48)
Analysis of this PO will most likely form the bulk of the author’s final dissertation. A major problem will be securing the trust of key players so that they will share their private market information for research purposes. As one respondent said, it may need…
“Government support but limited or no funding. Could be several companies involved working independently with similar or overlapping briefs – the benefits of a creative, even competitive market approach.” (43)
As with NLIS, a competitive approach to enlisting suitable partners for the study, with the prospect of a license-based share of the proceeds of developing the market, might elicit good value for taxpayers from data supplied as taxpayers! Perhaps VOA or its masters in HM Treasury ought to sponsor the study – which leads on nicely to the issue of who should ‘champion’ value mapping within Government.
PO4: Lobby 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.
This PO attracted the most lengthy and varied comments, also a very wide range of scores. It was also the only PO where the Group was asked to score ‘feasibility’, it being assumed that having a single political Champion was highly desirable. However the mean score was a barely supportive 3.09, with only seven scoring the median ‘4’. This may be because it is really several ideas, some rather contentious, rolled into one:

a. A single Champion

b. A politician as that Champion.

c. The scope of the role, i.e. whether to include valuation and land management as well as geo-data.
d. Whereabouts in Government the Champion should be placed.

Only one person queried the assumption that the PO was entirely desirable, most dealt with feasibility whilst pouring relatively different degrees of scepticism on the four elements. Those who scored the PO lowest had difficulty with most, if not all, these ideas. There was only one response that strongly rejected (implicitly saying it was undesirable) the idea of a single Champion politician and this person felt that it was …

“unrealistic - a single politician would hijack the initiative, unless it was a retired MP. The four UK nations would each need an individual exercise / person.” (49)
Some element of ‘poisoned chalice’ was seen to attach to any Minister who might be seen by the press as “Minister to Create Taxes” (14). Another said “Not a vote winner” and “cuts across too many departments / portfolios unless attached to Cabinet Office”(22)

The questionnaire introduced the Champion as the person to sponsor, among other things, the previous Value Maps Market Analysis. It also raised a possible role for AGI in this, which found little support. One response queried the need for a politician to be Champion but an extremely experienced and senior GI figure put the issue thus:

“The Champion MUST be a politician. For reasons I won’t go into the AGI would in my view be a total disaster. The motives of the professions such as the RICS are deeply distrusted while senior civil servants do not have the mandate.” (12)

Several responses suggested the Cabinet Office was the best place for the Champion, perhaps given the title ‘g-Envoy’. However ODPM also had supporters, and inevitably Treasury. All Departments and their Ministers were seen as having potential or actual conflicts of interest, because several of the main agencies come under ODPM, Treasury, or other ministries and if a Departmental Minister was to become Champion then the agencies under that Department would be seen as having been favoured. Since GI is essential for joined-up government, it follows that Cabinet Office ought to take charge, as with e-government. Moreover since GI is really part of e-government, perhaps the e-Envoy ought to be the GI Champion as well, or a single Minister in Cabinet Office given charge of e- and g-Envoys.
(12) went on to say:

“Joined-up government is a great idea but until performance indicators, bonus payments etc. are scrapped and the common good becomes the driving force rather than the optimisation of each agency’s ‘commercial’ performance there will be no incentive for cooperation.”
This highlights the fact that joined-up GI (indeed all joined-up government) is impossible whilst the interest of each Agency remains paramount to its Chief Executive and Minister. GI co-ordinators in the Inter-Departmental Group on Geographic Information (IGGI) are generally far too junior to influence ‘turf wars’ between agencies, so that ‘joining up’ programmes and projects emanating from within a single Department becomes an afterthought or nuisance factor, which cannot be in the public interest.
Geography fundamentally makes the actions of one agency or department affect many others, which is seldom taken account of and takes the form of land value effects. Therefore Value Maps, as a potential key tool of joined-up Government, are bound to be potentially embarrassing to many in Government who would rather not be faced with literally graphic proof of the unintended consequences of their policies and actions. Hence it is vital not to give power over the development and deployment of that tool to a Departmental Minister.

There were dissenting views. Clearly the nature of Value Maps puts the VOA in a strong place to be lead agency and the course of least resistance might be to make a Minister in HM Treasury responsible.

“So why not get a high profile project in place, perhaps as a joint venture between VOA and say a university, expanding on a study such a this?” (48)
Valuebill is a current example of how a project that clearly has a dominant agency involved can make rapid and useful progress, thanks largely to VOA. However some would say that Valuebill could turn out to be a missed opportunity, because there is a danger that the GI developments it has prompted are geared to the narrow interests of VOA at the expense of the wider interests of all potential users of GI. The fact that Valuebill progresses and shows financial benefits at its national launch in the same week that the Acacia Programme Board reports without a business case for taking forward many of the same developments is proof of a lack of joined-up policy thinking and leadership.

As another highly experienced UK-based international GI figure says:-

“So far there has been no indication of the government taking the lead on GI matters or even agreeing to an independent advisory body.” (45)
There is real dismay among many Delphi participants at this abdication of leadership by Government, at its reliance on one agency for all ‘independent’ advice on GI matters, when that agency
 seems to have commercial reasons for giving such advice. For this reason, ODPM is ruled out by some as the Champion Department:-

“More proactivity is needed [by ODPM] beyond their existing role to coordinate GI in government through IGGI, and to negotiate with OS on NIMSA and PGA. At present there is no evidence that this is the case.” (36)
Yet within ODPM lies responsibility for many of the wider uses for Value Maps and other GI, such as local and regional government, regeneration, planning and housing. If OS were relieved of the role of GI advice to Government, an ODPM Minister might be best placed to fill the role of GI Champion, calling on independent advice from the whole of AGI:-
“I think that [championing Value Maps] should be an ODPM Ministerial role as it relates directly to the massive Community Plan ambitions as well as regeneration ambitions of the government.”  (3)
“It may be best for a government department leading [Value Mapping] and ODPM is the obvious candidate, in which case I feel it is feasible, if they do decide to look into [property tax] reform seriously.”  (50)  

Some respondents would go further in reorganising GI responsibilities in Government than merely removing the role of GI Advisor from DG OS.

“I would go further and suggest the formation of a new agency which deals with all matters relating to land and property. Such an Agency (tentatively named the Lands Agency) would include HMLR, VOA, Ordnance Survey, Geological Survey and would centrally maintain systems for overseeing the planning process and local taxaxtion (in whatever format). The economies of scale would be significant, and the ability of such an Agency to drive forward such cross-cutting initiatives such as LVT would be significantly enhanced.” (24)

There would still remain, under this scenario, the problem of finding a suitable Department and Minister to oversee such GI initiatives as Value Mapping. However the problems for any Minister Champion would be much reduced if the agencies responsible for the work were all under his/her control, compared to having what must currently be, in Great Britain, one of the most complex command and control structures for GI in the developed world.
A compromise solution, recognising the low priority that GI is likely to take in Government but taking the best ideas presented by the Group, might be to appoint a Minister from the Lords to a new post in the Cabinet Office, with relevant technical and political expertise and contacts – a modern Lord Chorley – to commission, direct and then oversee the recommendations of a “Five Year UK National GI Plan” to ensure Britain achieves what the EU expects of all member states under INSPIRE.  This would ideally be the same Minister responsible for e-Government.

PO5: 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.

This PO received the widest support of all, with a mean score of 4.33 and only one respondent scoring it unfavourably at ‘2’. Two of the Delphi Group did not feel qualified to score this PO, although both offered comments. Of the remaining 21 responses, a remarkable 11 scored ‘5’.

The concern is therefore shared by a majority of the Group that there is a danger that the wider public interest could be compromised if VOA modernises its systems without a wide-ranging analysis of the potential uses of Value Maps, resulting from CAMA/GIS. The one doubter felt that:

“Given the way proprietary GIS is progressing and the diversity of GIS software, it should be quite straightforward to implement GIS at any stage of the modernization cycle.” (50)

That view appears to discount the received wisdom in IT that systems should be business led. Since VOA’s business does not currently include anything but passive advice on land and property valuation, with a strong emphasis on valuation for tax purposes, there is no reason for it to consider the needs of the property industry or even other functions of government. All stakeholders in Value Maps, except tax administrators, are without a stake in VOA’s IT system and process design. 
If OS and its Ministerial masters had taken a narrow, short-sighted view of the future of its business and systems in the early 1980s
, there would be no MasterMap and no NLIS. It is not even in its own long-term interests for VOA to ignore the potential market for its data since, if OS is a precedent and VOA’s own 2000 Report on its activities are to be accepted, there is a huge (albeit as yet unquantified) potential revenue stream from Value Maps and other processed and anonymised data. Just as OS has used the diversity of digital map products and revenue from them to become self-funding as well as maintain a place at the leading edge of GI technology, so could VOA greatly improve the efficiency of its core activities whilst ceasing to be a drain on ODPM’s budget – and a net contributor to the public purse if it actively pursued new market opportunities.

Several Delphi Group members put this case strongly, backing their ‘5’ score with comments:-

“There is no conflict between the modernisation work currently being undertaken by the VOA of its IT systems and the desire to enhance this for wider benefits. IT development is not a once and for all project which 'finalises' at any stage. From my experience and knowledge if the VOA's IT capabilities, there is huge amount still to be achieved to properly serve the current limited requirements of NDR and Council Tax, let alone CAMA and mapping future requirements.” (5)

“Given the advanced use of CAMA and GIS techniques in other parts of the British Isles and globally, it seems very short-sighted for the VOA to be embarking on a modernisation exercise without taking these and other technologies/business processes into account.” (24)
“As the only national agency of land/property generally (or at least with a remit that can include 100% of all property and with certain authority), I feel strongly that the VOA should be regarded as a national service / asset whose systems should be maximised and be best available – accuracy of information and the means to manipulate it is the prime ingredient to effective management/strategy.  All this doesn’t necessarily justify value mapping, but it is probably your only route to getting it!” (48)
As one GI policy expert pointed out of VOA:-

“Their work is inherently spatial and should be GI-enabled.” (36)
A hopeful tone came from another two…. 
“The VOA are both intelligent and impartial. I see them as providing the best base for land values.” (44)
“This comment is historic. VOA are already studying the impact of both CAMA and GIS with a view to modernising the applications.” (32)
This misses the point: what ‘applications’ are the VOA studying? It is unlikely that they are looking beyond their core activities, the present tax system or use of their current types of data. And there is urgency, because VOA’s systems are old and re-engineering rarely happens in Government more than once every ten to twenty years:
“VOA will presumably be up against a time imperative.” (7)
The current remit of VOA may not be that which a UK GI Champion would give it. It is not that VOA has come to GIS and CAMA late (which it has) that is the main problem. It is that, having now come to these technologies, it is without any clear directive to employ them in the widest national interest, because no study has been made of the potential uses of its data that might be in that wider interest.
“I certainly agree that VOA should take into account future CAMA/GIS needs. In fact, I'm rather horrified to learn of a suggestion that they have not done so.” (22)
The key word here is ‘future’. Who besides VOA themselves has looked at the future? And has VOA looked at all likely future needs, including those beyond its current remit?

PO6: Compare first- and second-order costs of continuing with the present UBR/CT property taxes (albeit modernised and using GIS) with periodic and annual revaluations, and replacing both with LVT and rolling revaluation.

This PO also incorporates several different ideas:-
a. The current UBR/CT system (using GIS) with annual instead of periodic revaluations;

b. Replacing UBR/CT with LVT and using rolling revaluation.

Some respondents had difficulty because they would have liked to score these ideas differently. In retrospect this should have been two separate POs. However even with this difficulty, the Group appeared to clearly support the idea of doing such a study, giving it a mean score of 3.7, with a median of ‘4’ (11 giving this score) and only two responses below ‘3’. It was deliberate that the proposed study should be designed to look at all three scenarios: 

1. No change (assuming GIS is being looked at now to some degree); 

2. Unchanged tax base but frequent (annual) revaluation; and 

3. Reformed tax base (LVT) and rolling revaluation.

It could be argued that a fourth scenario should be added: LVT with periodic revaluation. However it was considered that if Government were minded to go to the trouble of undertaking radical tax reform it would have no hesitation in adopting what seems to be clearly the modern, equitable and most efficient method. As one senior local government officer in the Group said:
“Periodic valuations are the bane of local authorities, and I would strongly hope that a study validated your earlier conclusion of rolling if not annual revaluations.” (7)
This study would be complementary to the Value Maps Market Analysis at PO3, which would produce the basis of the revenue stream to pay for the extra costs incurred (if any) by adopting Scenarios 3 or 2 compared to the ‘do nothing more’ scenario. Whereas probably only VOA itself – or a contractor working for Inland Revenue, such CGE&Y - can undertake PO6, the user needs analysis of PO3 is best done by those who understand the property market and regional and urban geography more generally. PO3 would produce the product specifications that would need to match with the data definitions used in PO6, before the latter study began in earnest. Certainly the two studies would need to be co-ordinated – by the GI Champion.
The issue of surveying ‘reality’ constantly, instead of periodically, was pursued by one respondent who stated (his capitals):

“YOU ARE NOT THINKING BIG ENOUGH!” (12)
after explaining:-

“Behind your PO is the whole case for the continual monitoring of environmental issues (using the term ‘environment’ in its broadest possible context). Thus we should abolish the ten year census and continuously monitor population movements and whether houses have indoor toilets etc. Likewise we should monitor all the factors that determine value (again in its broadest sense - not just financial but cultural and environmental).”

The author wholeheartedly concurs with the idea that …

“We need local land information managers (LLIM) that would be the eyes and ears of change in the community from improvements to infrastructure to designated and actual forms of land use. The LLIM would monitor all this and changing land and property values.”
If we can do it for topographic mapping and for electoral registers, why not all the other constantly changing attributes of national and local reality? A truly forward-thinking and joined-up e-Government would not merely ‘e-nable’ current processes but re-think what processes are needed in a modern society and how they can best be carried out using current technology and citizen involvement. The ten-year census could (if needed at all) be retained as a by-product of continuous monitoring, a ‘snapshot’ for use by posterity. Decision-making now needs to be based on the most up-to-date information available, which Governments are failing to make possible.
At least one respondent marked down this PO because the tax reform element weakened her otherwise strong support for more frequent valuations:

“Continual maintenance of spatial data is preferable to periodic, where it can be shown to be cost beneficial. It can also be tied in to other episodes in the property life cycle more easily e.g. new build, development, transaction etc. However, I cannot comment on the desirability of replacing UBR/CT with LVT. Thus I have marked the PO no opinion overall.” (36)
One private sector property figure in the Group scored – and commented on – this PO exclusively and negatively on account of his opposition to LVT in principle:

“Couldn’t disagree more strongly about replacing current system with LVT – just look at Canary Wharf as an example – the task of assessing land value of any particular part would be complex in extreme, let alone identifying what parcel is to be valued – there are layers of use – infrastructure, retail, leisure, offices etc within one parcel plus then a multi fragmentation of occupation. Assuming it is the occupier that will pay a tax, and why not, then surely the created development sets what is to be valued not the land. If the latter, then one could argue all day long as to what development could take place – indeed with shifting planning policies, what may now exist wouldn’t be allowed again – does one ignore that if valuing the land alone, hypothetically cleared of buildings?” (48)
His was the lowest score of the whole Group, failing to note that it was only a study that was being proposed, not implementation of LVT. If his technical criticism of LVT was valid, this ought to come out of the study and not be a pre-judgement before it begins. The fact is that LVT operates in other countries without apparent technical difficulty or opposition from voters or valuers, in some cases at much lower cost than the UK system. Thia cannot be ignored.
Another respondent, an academic with an overseas GI background, expressed doubts about the implications of LVT but scored this PO fairly at ‘4’:

“No harm in doing such comparison. However shifting taxation from buildings to land assumes that the owners are the same? If this is not the case (leases) then this may have profound implications.” (45)
Another supported the PO on balance at ‘4’, saying:

“Yes, cost-benefit analysis is important at the planning stage, in order to provide hard empirical evidence against critiques.  I also agree with the rolling revaluation idea, if LVT is finally implemented.” (50)
The way in which other developments in property market processes could relate to this PO was pointed out by an independent GIS consultant:

“I support rolling valuations and can see no reason why these should not be performed by commercial surveyors as part of the 'Sellers Pack'. For properties not frequently conveyed, owners should meet the cost of periodic valuations as with any other asset. I urge that this is taken into account as part of any costings analysis.” (22)
The only other respondent to score this PO less than ‘3’ also justified the score on somewhat unreasonable grounds:-

“The local services received are not related closely enough to the value of the house. Annual fluctuations in property values would not help Councils or households to budget and not be related to the value of local services.” (42) 
This is a criticism of all property taxes and irrelevant to the matter of whether, assuming such taxes continue in some form or other, the valuation base for them should be reassessed more often. It is the relativity as between taxpayers of the tax that is compromised: infrequent reassessments are less equitable, whatever the tax base. Income tax is not ‘related to value’ of any service received from Government, yet we all expect to pay tax based on an annual assessment. Apart from user fees, the only local tax that attempts to relate payment to value of service received is the discredited Poll Tax. In a very real sense, property owners see the value of their homes rise where there is access to good local services like schools and public transport. They can realise that value by selling - or borrowing against the equity of - their home, so there is a relationship and it can be budgeted for.
If the few responses which ignored the actual proposed PO ‘issues’ and dealt with the merits of LVT are discounted, the support for this study was overwhelming. 

PO7: 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.

The advantage of this PO is that it enables all urban areas to be valued for taxation – and hence for Value Maps – without any radical tax reform or fundamental re-design of VOA systems. It meets some of the aspirations of LVT campaigners while minimising the chance of political opposition. The author had not considered it at all thoroughly before presenting it to the Delphi Group, because it came from an expert rating colleague whose judgement he respects and who is also researching LVT.
Somewhat surprisingly the PO is narrowly rejected by most respondents, scoring only 2.87. Only five people feel strongly either way and the less strong views score an even six votes each. Because this is probably the most likely PO to actually be adopted by the current Government, one should look at any potential pitfalls rather than benefits in the context of Value Maps.

One of the fundamental defects of this PO is that it perpetuates, indeed reinforces, the rural/urban divide. As one distinguished land policy academic puts it:

“You need to address the steadily increasing rural/urban divide. Again this is an issue of being joined-up. Of course there are significantly different problems in rural areas compared with urban but rural-urban linkages have at last got onto some political agenda. Research into the foot-print of London for example has turned up some interesting inter-dependencies.” (12)
It might stimulate interest in LVT and also an extension of property taxation and valuation into rural areas but equally it might delay it by appearing sufficient to deal with such problems as urban renewal. Whilst filling many urban gaps in the ‘landvaluescape’, it still leaves a huge area of unknown value including the urban/rural ‘frontier’ regions just outside settlements where the greatest changes in land values occur.

Those who see Value Maps as of benefit in themselves naturally tend to reject this PO:

“I would go further and say that Government should be aware of the value of all agricultural land too, as well as the value of other exempt property, so that it is aware of the 'cost' of the exemptions and relief it affords presently. I disagree with the PO because I do not say that UBR should be charged necessarily on all these property types, but at least knowing their value enables Government to make informed decisions.” (5)
Those who oppose LVT also reject this PO. This is from a leading RICS rating expert:

“Extending the UBR to derelict and vacant sites would have a dramatic effect on the commercial property market. Whilst initially it may encourage property owners to make greater efforts to utilise buildings and land in an economic downturn, especially a sharp one, it is likely to exacerbate the situation as property values would be forced down more rapidly and further causing the banks to become more nervous about any loans secured on them. The second major issue would be the effect that it would have on the speculative commercial property market. If a developer is likely to be hit with a tax bill if he is left with an empty property after it is built he is less likely to make the investment waiting until he has pre-let the entire development. This will impact all businesses as it will for example effect the business’ ability to open new offices rapidly if it is expanding.”  (4)
Strong support only seems to come from those who support LVT in itself, as a means of funding local government, but are less enthusiastic about Value Maps, as is this county council director:-

“Local authorities would support this if UBR was de-nationalised because it would increase the local tax base – it would also encourage better land use. There is an argument that tax should be based on the planning status not use, in order to capture the value for the community, and to prevent builders keeping prices up by drip-feeding the market (this is more of a problem in many areas than planning delays).” (7)
A public sector tax expert pointed out that UBR is based on annual rental value, whereas....

“This option would require a completely different basis of valuation to be proscribed. An annual rental value does not sit happily with derelict buildings or vacant sites. Effectively this would be a completely new tax rather than an extension of NDR.” (32)
In fact, it may not be strictly necessary for rental value to be used as the basis for assessing derelict buildings or vacant sites. It would seem possible to assess them, as now for CPO purposes, at their capital value and then apply a conversion factor in the same way that developers do when considering purchase of the same sites. The resultant figure would be the surrogate for HABU rental value and could sit alongside the UBR valuations of adjacent occupied sites after some adjustment to suit the ‘tone’ of the area. Connellan (2004) makes a similar suggestion as a possible first stage towards LVT. However for Value Mapping purposes this is messy:
“Dealing only with vacant or under utilised sites and buildings would lead to a Swiss-cheese muddle that is not sensible in the long term.” (3)
Most comments, as opposed to scores, indicate wariness with this PO:

“Not sure that I see the real added value of this. It could be seen as a first step by Treasury to drawing in more money, rather than as a first step in achieving a more equitable funding approach.”  (14)
“There is merit in this proposal and it could form the first step in the process of rolling out LVT.  It has two great advantages: speed of implementation and removing the requirement for beneficial occupation.  It is likely that the latter will be seen favourably, in the light of Barker (2004).  However, I agree that it would be likely to lead to undermine the idea of rolling revaluations, hence my relatively limited support.” (50)
It is worth pointing out that Barker (2004, 4.14), in her comments on LVT (which she says would have a limited impact on housing supply) acknowledges the merits of…

“regular valuations in order to tax accurately” 
and 
“given the information shortages concerning land ownership and land value in the UK, there are arguments for a more comprehensive land registry in any case.” 
If, like Barker, we are seeking Value Maps in their own right, LVT could be seen as aiding the case for them. If we seek LVT – and Barker (2004, 4.22) sees benefits “for the wider economy” in it - then PO7 may lead to some localised Value Maps as well as aiding the case for LVT. In either case, other POs seem to have stronger arguments for them but this one has merits if one accepts that both LVT and Value Maps are more likely to evolve as by-products of other policy decisions than arrive by deliberate long-term political decision-making. Politics – and life – are messier in practice than we’d like!
Other POs suggested by Delphi participants

The Group was invited to suggest other policy options and three people did so. These are:

“Lobby for political parties to make an expression of intent [on LVT] in their next manifesto.”(22) 

“Taxation will remain the main driver. There is a general principle that a fair tax is one that is charged at the point of financial gain, hence Capital Gains taxation. Taxing an increase in land value merely because it has nominally increased as the result, say, of granted Outline planning permission or some external influence, seems to break this principle. It is likely to be as contentious as the Poll Tax and I doubt that any political party could implement such a tax unless it had been referred to in their manifesto. This means that failure to mention it at the next national elections (which seems unlikely) will cause a delay in implementation of 5-6 years.”
The Liberal Democrat Party had Site Value Rating (SVR) in its 2001 Manifesto, as its preferred replacement to UBR. The Green Party campaigned hard on LVT in the 2003 elections to the Scottish Parliament. Neither Party has any chance of forming the next Government but both will almost certainly include LVT/SVR in their manifestos and may elicit positive personal statements from some candidates of other parties. If the next General Election results in no party having an overall majority, it is conceivable that the next Government will include one Party and perhaps over 100 MPs committed to LVT. In any case, there are precedents for Governments implementing policies that were not in their manifesto and if a Government merely has a general commitment to review taxation – especially local taxation, as the present Labour Government has in the Balance of Funding Report (Raynsford 2004) - then LVT is not ruled out in the next Parliament.

“To complete land registration by a specified date. (40)
This Scottish land reform campaigner pointed out in a comment to PO6 that once the UK has a complete register of land, it ought not to be difficult to conduct a national land valuation. Barker (2004) implies the same. Therefore such a PO deserves separate mention, as a stage towards both LVT and Value Maps. Although HMLR has stated that it is able to complete the Register for England & Wales by 2010, there is as yet no policy commitment to do so. It only requires secondary legislation to trigger completion: a decision to implement either Value Mapping or LVT could be that trigger.

“Policies to safeguard property owners from fluctuations in property values causing budgetary difficulties.” (42)

It would certainly help, assuming Value Maps result from LVT, if a hardship clause was included in any legislation for the tax. Quite how ‘budgetary difficulties’ could be fairly defined in law and ‘safeguards’ applied is more difficult. The present UBR operates with ‘transitional arrangements’ that place limits on the rate at which property tax can increase for a particular hereditament after a quinquennial revaluation. With rolling revaluation and reasonably steady Government budgets there should not be nearly as severe changes from year to year in tax bills under LVT as under UBR or CT. Also LVT could be phased in gradually to reduce payment difficulties.

It would be unwise to be too specific about such ‘policies’ until further studies had been undertaken but some PO along these lines is advisable.

Review of when “Britain will have been Value Mapped”.

The mean Round One answer from the 15 of those remaining after Round Two who responsed in Round One was 2014. The same 15 people had the same mean answer in Round Two, however the spread of answers was significantly less: several ‘pessimists’ had become much less pessimistic and a greater number of ‘optimists’ had become a little less optimistic. The most optimistic first time (45) had said ‘2006’ but now said ‘2010’, whereas the most pessimistic (22) had gone from 2050 to 2030, which was still the furthest out. 2008 is now the earliest at which anyone expects Value Mapping of Britain, although one person (49) queried whether ‘Britain’ meant ‘UK’ or one of its constituent nations, because “some areas will be mapped much earlier” (than 2020, he thought).
There are now only four members of the Group who expect Value Mapping to be completed in the next Parliament, assuming another General Election before 2010. However most of those who responded to the question (ten people out of 16) expect it to happen within ten years, implying that a decision to commence the series of POs that lead to it will be taken in the next Parliament.
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� To be added after the FIG survey responses have been analysed and most interviews with key UK market players completed.


� Several dispute the benefits of LVT, as will be seen from their comments.


� In the same way census data is, once processed, not giving users the attributes of the individuals who completed their census forms but of the neighbourhoods they live in. The census users have no interest in individuals, nor would users of value maps be interested in ownership or occupation. Value of property is independent of who owns or occupies it.


� For two reasons:


Expense. The data may be held by VOA in such a way that the personal attributes cannot be removed – or can be implied even if they are removed – and it would cost too much to devise ways of making them anonymous.


Legality. The Statute under which the information is collected may explicitly prevent its use for the purpose of a particular research project. Changing the law is always possible but might be very expensive and take too long.


� Repeated here, with ‘study’ emboldened by this author:


“While the business rate sets a tax on developed properties, the Barker Report states that there is none on the unearned increment in land values when undeveloped land is granted planning permission. Because this is a long-term issue for both housing and [economic] stability, the way forward is not only to consult widely but to see whether a long term consensus can be agreed. So I hope that over the next year all parties will study the Barker proposal and it must be in the interests of the whole country to see whether we can forge a shared approach that would safeguard our environment, lead to more affordable housing and at the same time keep interest rates as low as possible and contribute to the greater economic stability of Britain.” (Brown 2004)


Note that the ‘unearned increment’ accrues also to land near that granted planning permission. The Barker proposal will do nothing to collect this.





� This author and his colleagues at Kingston University and elsewhere have received over $300,000 since 1997 for research relating to LVT in UK. Meanwhile they have received only £10,000 from private UK sources and none from the public sector, apart from in-kind support.


� It doesn’t matter which agency, the fault lies with Government, not the agency.


� The author was Project Officer at OS for a study of the user requirements (to 1995) for digital map data in 1982, which led to the acceleration and rationalisation of OS’ digitising programme and ultimately to full national cover of seamless, scale-free, continuously revised structured map data in 2001. Yet in 1979 OS’ entire business was geared to producing paper maps.





