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This paper sets out the British Retail Consortium’s views on business rates reform and puts forward
the industry’s feedback on the relevant consultation questions.

About the BRC

The BRC is the lead trade association for the entire retail industry. Diverse and exciting, our industry
spans large multiples, independents, high streets and out of town, from online to bricks and mortar,
selling goods across all industries from clothing, footwear, food and homeware to electronics, health
& beauty, jewellery and everything in between, to increasingly discerning consumers. Our mission is
to make a positive difference to our industry by advancing vibrant and consumer-focused retail. We
stand for what is important to the industry and work in partnership with our members to shape
debates and influence outcomes. We work with the Government to ensure a competitive market
which creates the right conditions for growth and innovation, we champion great careers and we
promote responsible retail’s vital role in the community.

Structural reform

The BRC welcomes the Government’'s commitment to both administrative and structural reform of
business rates in England. We view both initiatives as critical to ensuring retail and other industries
are taxed fairly and equitably, ensuring investment is incentivised benefiting business and the
economy more broadly.

Business rates are the highest commercial property tax in the European Union and one of the
highest in the OECD, which is why there is broad support amongst the business community for
fundamental reform of the system as announced by Chancellor George Osborne in last year's
Autumn Statement.

As the structural review progresses, it should aim to ensure that the business rates system is made
fit for purpose for a 21 century economy. The potential scope for error in a new system of local
taxation means that any new system will need to be thoroughly researched and tested. Businesses
will judge the credibility of the review on how rigorously it assesses the options for making local
business taxation:

e Fairer to businesses across the UK;

e Internationally competitive;

e Flexible enough to respond to the economic cycle and both their national and local impacts;
o Free of the perverse incentives of the current system — particularly for businesses to invest.



o We believe the review should seek authoritative and independent analysis as it progresses,
with recommendations for change developed after looking at alternative systems. Objective
consideration of supporting evidence will be required.

¢ We note the intention of the Government to maintain ‘fiscal neutrality’ through any proposed
change. While we appreciate that the revenue impact must be a consideration for the review,
we are concerned that a narrow definition of fiscal neutrality would have the effect of
prematurely narrowing the review’s terms of reference, and subsequently undermining its
credibility.

Given the complexity and importance of the issue we encourage government to ensure that a
structural review leaves everything on the table to ensure central government, local government and
business objectives are achieved. However, in the interim there are short-term steps as outlined as
part of the administration review that can be implemented relatively easily.

The BRC encourages the Government to continue moving forward with the reform of the
administration of business rates to ensure they are implemented more fairly to help ensure the
business environment is hospitable for employers.

Key questions

1) What are your views on the findings and analysis at Annex A on the impact of more
frequent revaluations?

The BRC strongly supports more frequent valuations, and we consider that this goal should be
progressed as a matter of urgency. Page 9 of the Government’s interim response correctly
acknowledges “that more frequent revaluations would make rates bills more responsive to relative
changes in the property market.” It comes down to the basic conclusion based on the Valuation
Office Agency’s (VOA) analysis “that more frequent revaluations could improve fairness in the rating
system by ensuring bills reflect relative changes in rental values”.

The response also states that “some properties whose rents have fallen by less than the average
could see their rates bill increase” and that may seem unfair. However, this is presently the case
within the current system and in fact is a huge source of frustration as ratepayers are locked into the
consequences for five or more years.

It is recognised that movements in property values are cyclical and that it cannot be guaranteed the
valuation process will take place at the ‘right’ moment to reflect a particular trend in the property
market. However, more frequent valuations are preferred because presently there is no guarantee
of an accurate assessment set at the valuation before being locked into a five year or more
valuation. The estimated rental value is dependent upon the point in the cycle at which the valuation
takes place but with greater frequency this is still preferable to the current method, which relies on
substantially outdated information. The retail sector in particular is especially sensitive to recession
meaning more frequent revaluations should adjust to the current economic circumstances
ratepayers are facing.

It is recognised that more frequent valuations would result in adjustments to business rates liability
more often. However, this is preferred to the inherent unfairness of the current system, as retailers
are likely to experience an overall reduction in the degree of volatility with more frequent
revaluations. This is because changes are likely to be smaller year on year, thus avoiding the large
increases in business rates liability that can occur every five or more years under the current
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system. It is also worth noting that business rates already fluctuate for businesses on an annual
basis due to the adjustment to the multiplier based on the previous September’'s RPI, as well as
accounting for loss of appeals and small business rate relief.

We understand a number of respondents have suggested a range of different possible increases in
the frequency of valuations, which would increase the accuracy and responsiveness of the system.
The fundamentally important point is that more frequent valuations are more equitable, and that
they should be conducted as often as practical. We have stated the eventual outcome should be to
have revaluations on an annual basis, but there is scope for the Government to conduct further
analysis for a range of different frequencies factoring intended and unintended consequences. It is
likely any move to more frequent valuations would require a steady transition period to avoid
unintended consequences.

2) How do you think more frequent revaluations would affect your business/local authority?

More frequent revaluations would underpin a fairer approach. Greater frequency in the revaluation
process should mean each property pays a bill based upon a rateable value that is as close to
actual value as is possible — whereas under the present system property values can be nine years
out of date by the time at which business rates liability is realigned. More frequent valuations make
the tax responsive to the actual state of the property market and would be likely to have economic
advantages by reducing the disproportionate burden of taxation on businesses in economic
downturns. More frequent revaluations would certainly lead to fewer appeals as there would be less
reason or incentive to do so. Fewer appeals based on more frequent revaluations have been
observed in countries like the Netherlands and Hong Kong.

More frequent valuations would require retailers to operate with more flexibility to take account of
the more frequent change in valuation. This will require culture change within businesses, local
authorities and the VOA, but this is very much possible and preferable to retailers as it would lead to
a more equitable, efficient system where values are more in line with market fluctuations.

On page 13 of the Government’s interim response it is noted local government has expressed
concerns that more frequent valuations would make rates income more difficult to forecast creating
uncertainty for funding public services. Firstly, in response, it is clear that the existing system
already creates uncertainty at times of current revaluation (every 5-7 years) but local authorities
have been able to plan accordingly. Protections are currently in place to avoid local authorities
being especially hard hit by a reduction in business rates within their particular area. More frequent
valuations would lead to more certainty because there would be fewer appeals and fewer significant
fluctuations. Secondly, it is important that the impact of business rates on those paying the tax is not
overlooked. Bills are already at the upper tolerance level for retailers of all sizes. For instance, the
UK imposes among the highest property taxes in the EU' and OECD.? Successful local authorities
recognise the value of investing in business friendly approaches which encourage present
ratepayers to stay and expand, and encourage others to locate there — as a result increasing their
overall tax take.

! Taxation trends in the European Union, Eurostat,
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/gen_info/economic_analysis/tax_structur
es/2014/report.pdf

% Revenue Statistics 2014, OECD, http://www.oecd.org/tax/tax-policy/revenue-statistics-19963726.htm
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3) Running a revaluation presents costs for ratepayers, as well as central and local
government. What are your views on how these costs can be managed?

Our view is that it is vitally important that any move to greater frequency should be accompanied by
other improvement measures. A focus on better quality valuations for the largest properties coupled
with modernisation of billing and administration would deliver significant benefits which would help
to offset any resulting costs. The increase in ‘quick fixes’ which has, over time, added further
complexity demonstrates the importance of implementing both administration and structural
business rates reform.

Removing the smallest hereditaments in England — for example those with rateable values below
£12,000 - from the financial and administrative burden of business rates would have a net positive
economic effect. This band contributes just 9.1 per cent of business rates, but because of the Small
Business Rate Relief (SBRR) it pays a smaller amount around 6 per cent. Reforming the system so
that properties below the rateable value of £12,000 are removed from the burden of business rates
would substantially reduce the costs of administration and therefore avoid unnecessarily raising the
burden for remaining ratepayers. It may also be worth exploring whether a transitional rate for
properties valued above £12,000 is practical to avoid an unnecessary cliff edge.

4) What are your views on how the gap between the valuation date and the date on which the
rating list starts could be reduced, while still ensuring the accuracy of the rating list?

Reducing the number of assessments as we propose should significantly improve the process, but it
will require some investment in the system. However, it would be expected that the time between
the valuation date and the date on which the rating list starts would be appropriately reduced. This
is a positive trade-off acceptable to business caused by more frequent valuations.

Valuations would naturally be more accurate the more often they are conducted. The current two
years between the valuation and the date the revaluation comes into effect illustrates the need for
more frequent revaluations. The two years required under the current system to ensure accuracy of
the rating list is the result of valuation taking place every five or more years.

5) If the government made it easier for ratepayers to check or seek changes to a property’s
rateable value through informal routes, would this be likely to reduce the number of formal
challenges?

More information is needed on the proposed informal routes, but alternative routes would likely
reduce the need for formal challenges. An informal route could lead to reasoned commercial
decisions being made on the merits of an appeal by providing greater transparency as to the way in
which the property has been assessed. Improved availability of additional information would support
this process. At the same time, the BRC believes a more substantive approach to reduce
challenges is to have more frequent valuations. More frequent valuations decrease the incentive to
challenge and appeal decisions.

Conversations and the availability of data between the VOA and ratepayers are needed which
include details of how the valuation was determined before publishing the rating list. If productive
engagement does not take place before the publication of the rating list a formal appeals process is
more likely to be required.



The current level of service between ratepayers and the VOA is inconsistent. This may be caused
by VOA personnel being under resourced to effectively engage with ratepayers meaning there may
be scope for an additional tier of service, which could assist ratepayers with sharing basic
information enabling valuation officers to carry out non-administrative work.

6) If the government asked for more information from ratepayers or levied a charge as part of
the formal appeal process would this lead to a more efficient system?

No, the substantial amount already levied on businesses should be more than sufficient to result in
an efficient appeals system. Rather than penalising those businesses who believe there is a valid
reason to appeal the BRC recommends more frequent and quality valuations to reduce the
attractiveness of an appeal in the first place. There is not a substantive reason ratepayers should
have to appeal a decision to receive straight forward clarification of information from the VOA.
Instead new processes should be implemented so that information is adequately shared to avoid
unnecessary appeals. The current system lacks appropriate supporting information from the VOA
justifying their valuation. It is also at odds with the current practice in the Rent Review market where
an open exchange of information between the parties provides clarity and transparency.

7) What impact do you think the ideas in this paper could have as a whole on the approach to
challenging and appealing rateable values?

Appeals are made when ratepayers have reason to believe the assessment is inaccurate. In the
Netherlands after they transitioned from valuations on a five-year basis to annually they were able
to reduce the number of appeals by 80 per cent and the costs of administration. If more frequent
revaluations are introduced, the incentive to appeal is significantly reduced. This would lead to cost
savings for businesses and the VOA. In addition to removing the incentive to appeal, careful
consideration needs to be given to methods to provide ratepayers with assurance that there is no
need to appeal. This can be best achieved by fuller early disclosure of rental evidence by the VOA.

Further reform is needed of the current appeals process including clear separation of the roles of
the VOA and the Valuation Tribunal for England (VTE).

Backdating of rating assessments has proved contentious and inequitable on ratepayers in a
number of scenarios and we would call on the Government to restrict the effective date of
alterations to the rating list to 1 April of the current rating year. This approach would be more in line
with the Government’s decision, coming into effect 1 April 2015, to limit backdating changes to
assessments brought about by successful ratepayer appeals.

8) What are your views on box 3.B in chapter 3 which sets out what a new system for
challenging and appealing rateable values could look like?

We support a review of the appeals process that would allow the challenger to outline their case
and have discussions with the VOA prior to a formal appeal to the VTE. Many appeals could
probably be avoided if the VOA was able to more freely share information indicating how a
particular valuation was reached. A more transparent appeals process in Hong Kong has drastically
reduced the number of challenges and appeals where in 2012/13 less than one per cent (.005%) of
ratepayers formally appealed and just 2 per cent (2.09%) challenged assessments.?

® Better Rates for Better Business, British Property Federation,
http://www.bpf.org.uk/en/files/bpf_documents/finance/Better_Rates for_Better_Business_full_report.pdf
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It has been suggested within the interim findings that 70 per cent of total appeals result in no
change and that many do not state the reason for appeal. However, many appeals are withdrawn as
a result of the VOA itself altering the rating list following negotiations or as a result of the appeal
becoming ‘historic’ due to a further alteration by the VOA.

It is also worth reviewing the procedure for refunding overpayments after ratepayers successfully
appeal an assessment. Often ratepayers must wait long periods of time to be refunded large sums
presently without interest paid. The current system is unfair to those found to have been paying
more than their fair share which sometimes causes serious cash flow consequences. The same
money could be invested in business improvements such as providing employment.

9) Do you have examples of best practice ways to gather and share taxpayers’ property data
that you would like the government’s information sharing forum to consider?

We support the Government’s intent to change the law to allow greater sharing of information
between the VOA and local government. It is common at the moment for ratepayers to have to
provide the same information about their business or property to both the VOA and the local
authority. A gateway which may require further legislation needs to be developed enabling the VOA
to share information with local authorities and vice versa.

The BRC is pleased to have been invited to participate on the forum exploring the exchange of
information. We recognise both the importance of safeguarding sensitive commercial information
whilst ensuring ratepayers have access to information that may affect their individual valuation.
Information should not be published for everyone to see, but it is reasonable for it to be made
available to those it impacts earlier within the process. We are committed to remain actively
engaged in how the current process can be improved.

10) What is your view on the suggestion that ratepayers should be required by law to provide
information about their property?

It is important for information on properties to be made available to result in accurate valuations, but
any requirement should be for ratepayers to share the relevant information voluntarily within a single
submission and for billing authorities and the VOA to share the information with one another as
necessary. We are not aware of problems of information not being submitted; therefore responding
to requests for information should remain voluntary opposed to written in law.

The Valuation Office has responsibility for maintaining a fair and accurate rating list and there are
currently many avenues for the VOA and local authorities to consider appropriate changes that
affect value. Requiring business to disclose information more than once would be an unnecessary
burden. Local government already has access to a large amount of data on properties (based on
planning, licensing, building control, etc.) therefore more should be done to bring this information
together rather than placing additional burdens on ratepayers.

Local authorities have a statutory duty to share information which may affect the accuracy of the
rating list with the VOA. Perhaps there could be additional incentives for local authorities and the
VOA to effectively share information with one another beyond local authorities’ direct interest in
business rates growth in their area. There may also be the potential for local authorities and the



VOA to work more cooperatively. For instance, when inspections of the property are needed there
could be just one opposed to the local authority and VOA conducting two separate inspections.

On page 15 of the Government’s interim findings it suggests “making changes to the provision of
rental information” to ensure accuracy and reduce the need for appeals. Further clarification is
needed to determine what kind of information may be required beyond what government already
has available to them. We look forward to engaging with the Government further through the
information sharing forum and other avenues to ensure the need to make information related to a
valuation available to appropriate parties whilst protecting sensitive commercial information.

11) What are the practical steps government could take to make it easier to access
information and how would you use that information?

Effective IT infrastructure is needed to deal with the increased frequency of revaluations as the BRC
proposes. Investment in greater data connectivity including a drive to online billing ensures
enhanced accuracy and fairness. Further coordination between the VOA and billing authorities
would also have the added benefit of making information more accessible.

Some billing authorities’ recognition of the need for improving access to information has led them to
consider developing their own portals, but in reality this is counterproductive for businesses or rating
agents operating across multiple authorities. Instead, a single online portal perhaps hosted by HM
Revenue and Customs (HMRC) which would enable ratepayers to visit one site and be able to
access information on their properties across the 326 billing authorities should be considered. Set
up costs for a central portal would include IT systems, software, support and training.

12) Do you have further suggestions to add to the ideas listed in this paper which you think
the government’s new billing and collection forum should consider?

Suggestions outlined within the interim findings seem sensible. The most important element for
billing and collection is for it to be clear and understandable. This could be assisted by a move to a
more electronic process and potentially a central online portal where ratepayers could access billing
information from all the relevant billing authorities in one place. Approximately one-third of billing is
managed electronically suggesting there is ample room for improvement. Currently businesses
often must have several different logins and passwords depending on the billing authority or worse
yet receive excessive paperwork via post.

13) What do you see as the main costs and benefits to your business/local authority of a
more digital billing and collection system?

Benefits of a digitised billing and collection system for businesses include bills arriving to the
appropriate point of contact, ensuring bills are processed efficiently and eliminating unnecessary
amounts of paperwork. Other than the upfront investment needed there is little downside and it
would ultimately lead to long-term savings and improved satisfaction levels for all parties.

A purely postal billing system seems unnecessarily antiquated. There are frequently occasions
when erroneous bills arrive at a head office weeks after the due date. Despite individual billing
authorities being responsible for collection there could potentially be a system in place for
ratepayers operating across multiple billing authorities to share a single designated person and/or
email address where all bills should be sent. The information could be shared and updated through



an intermediary such as HMRC, Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG), HM
Treasury or the VOA and made available to billing authorities, saving time and resources.

14) What are your views on the key issues with billing that best practice guidance for
standard and clear bills should address?

It is important that information is clearly presented and that billing documents are easy to
understand and follow. We recommend there be a single template including the same format of
information and data to be used across all billing authorities enabling authorities to add their logo
and contact information in the appropriate place. We see no reason for there to be varying billing
forms across different authorities. These changes would assist billing authorities as well as make it
simpler for ratepayers to process bills in a timely manner. In the past samples of good practice have
been shared with DCLG which could be reviewed again if helpful.
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