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REA Response to Business Rates Review: Technical Consultation

1) Do you have any views on the implementation of the information provision system? What issues should be considered in the design of the new system?

The REA believe both the information being requested and the allowable 30-day window for submission under new ‘duty to notify requirements’ are too onerous. The proposals effectively put the surveying duty of the VOA onto the ratepayer, or their advisors, without recognising that such submissions require a degree of understanding of what impact changes can have on assessments. This is particularly true for complex plant and machinery sites, as is the case with renewables and clean technology developments. 
However, once the required information is settled, the information provision system itself must be fully tested with users before the new requirements come into force. The system must be accompanied by clear guidance, to enable ratepayers to understand exactly what needs to be submitted and for it to be done as easily as possible. In conjunction, for those managing multiple sites, a batch update form (such as by using an Excel spreadsheet template) should be provided to facilitate quick notification of multiple sites.
2) Can you see any difficulties with collecting this information or providing it to the VOA? Is there any further information that should be provided?

The proposed 30-day window to notify of any changes is too short and requires a strong understanding of business rates to know what is applicable, this places an unrealistic obligation on ratepayers. As such, the existing 56-day rule should be maintained. 
Ideally the process should be simplified so only an annual deceleration is required, with ability to notify of multiple changes in one go. Advisors must also be able to register on the rate payer’s behalf. Note that renewable developers could have a large portfolio of sites, and at times multiple alterations, the system must make it as easy as possible for the VOA to be notified of such changes, ideally through a batch upload system. 
3) How can the VOA best help customers to understand what is needed and how to provide it?

The required information from rate payers should be kept as simple as possible, such as a short description of the works undertaken. The system must be well tested with users before launch. Detail guidance should be made available in both written form and through online videos to increase accessibility and transparency. In addition, the VOA should make full use of Trade Associations, ensuring they are made aware of any published guidance, or relevant webinars, so that information can be disseminated to members. 
4) How do you want to be engaged with as the system is developed? 

We would be happy to disseminate updates of developments and guidance to members. 
The REA would also be happy to coordinate relevant industry roundtables with members from a wide range of renewable and clean technology companies, so that the VOA and HMRC are able to get direct feedback on how proposals are impacting these sectors. 
5) Does the proposed framework strike the right balance between a system of proportionate and flexible sanctions, and one which helps ratepayers to meet their obligations?

We believe the proposed increase in penalties to be overly stringent, especially the 2% of RV additions in respect of a failure to notify of new capital investment. With complicated renewable and clean energy sites we believe it will be too easy to fall foul of these requirements. This is especially the case if requirements are overly onerous and complicated. It’s the REA position that penalties should be used with greater leniency, especially in the first year of new ‘duty to notify’ obligations, allowing time for rate payers to get used to the new system. 
6) What would you wish to see in an online service to best help ratepayers meet their obligations?

The main requirement is that the service should be simple to complete, and only be required to be completed annually. In particular, the REA would like to see that the online service has the capacity to allow that only high-level description of changes that have been undertaken need to be submitted. In addition, allowing for batch upload via spreadsheet should be available as an option. Efficiencies in operation would be further supported by having an online form which allows for multiple site alterations, across a portfolio of sites. 
Finally, having easy and well-functioning access to support is critical. The REA believe this would be best delivered by an easily accessible ‘chat’ feature to ask questions, helping rate payers, while filling out a declaration. 
7) Under what circumstances would 30 days not be enough to time for ratepayers to meet their obligations.

30-days is too short a window and would require rate payers to have a high level of understanding of what effects their rateable value, which is unlikely to be the case. Given that the existing 56-day window is already considered tight on large portfolios, especially when dealing with complex situations like renewable energy or clean technology sites, it is inappropriate to move to a 30-day window. In relation to alterations to a site, we consider than an annual return is sufficient and is more manageable for ratepayers and the VOA.    
8) What processes might ratepayers have to put in place to meet their obligations and what costs might this bring?

The new requirement on ratepayers places a heavy obligation to monitor changes and know when they will need to inform the VOA of any material changes within a 30-day period. This will likely require continuous monitoring, and in most cases, additional cost in hiring advisors or consultants just to meet minimum requirements. This should be considered too onerous for most rate payers. 
9) Do you have any suggestions as to how this compliance framework could be improved? If so, please provide evidence and scenarios.  

Penalties in the first year of implementation should be lenient given introduction of new requirements. Furthermore, rate payers should not be excluded from making challenges on the grounds that rating information is not correct. The REA is concerned that the VOA may be able to use this as an excuse to unfairly dismiss challenges. It is crucial that such decisions can be challenged through a transparent and fair appeals process. 
10) Do you consider the proposed reform to the rules on MCC will ensure that changes in economic factors, market conditions or changes in the general level of rents are reflected at revaluations?  If not, why not? 

The changes create an unnecessary distinction between changes caused by economic circumstance and those out of the rate payers’ control, namely legislative or policy changes, that would not be counted as MCC. All these changes could have a material impact on a properties rateable value and should be recognised. This is particularly pertinent to renewable and clean technology sites, where changes to energy policy, and reforms to support mechanisms, are out of the rate payer control but can have a material impact on site revenue and, as such, their rateable value. It is appropriate that this is considered and sees their RV revised. 
11) What are your views to the proposed improvements to the CCA system? How else can we improve CCA in a system where ratepayers are now providing information under the new duties?

It is inappropriate to limit the challenge stage to 3-month window.  The REA believe this deadline is likely to lead to a return to mass protective challenge submissions undermining the original purpose of the reforms, meant to reduce spurious challenges. Even with the publication of a draft List, we do not believe there will be sufficient time for detailed consideration of assessments, particularly with large portfolios. It is also inappropriate to allow the VOA till the end of the rating list to determine a decision on a challenge. This leaves a rate payer who raises a challenge in a difficult situation without clarity of their liabilities. The REA considers that it is appropriate for challenge submissions and determinations each to be made within a 6-month window. 
12) Are there particular considerations that the respondents consider that the government should have regard to when moving forward with phase 2 of transparency?

We agree with the proposed transparency reforms and suggest their implementation should start as soon as possible in 2023, rather than 2026 as proposed. 
13) Will the proposed rules for the improvement relief ensure the relief flows to occupiers who are investing in their business?

We largely agree with the proposals, however, raise concern around excluding investments in replacements. Investments in installing energy efficiency materials, like insulation or installing a more efficient low carbon heating systems might be considered a ‘replacement’ rather than an improvement and therefore excluded from the relief. In the interest in encouraging business to install energy efficiency materials, the relief should also recognise replacements.
14) Do you consider that the 2 conditions will give effect to the stated policy intent?  Do you have any concerns regarding the practical application of the conditions as set out?

The REA is concerned that the decision on qualification for improvement relief is to be left to the VOA’s discretion.  In our view, self-certification would be a faster and more efficient process to ensure the relief is in place.  
15) Do you agree that the proposed method of reaching the chargeable amount will achieve the objective of preventing ratepayers who have undertaken qualifying works from seeing an increase in their bill for 12 months because of the qualifying works?
 
Overall, the REA agree with the methodology. 
16) Do you agree that the proposed changes to the plant and machinery would ensure that plant and machinery used in on site renewable energy generation and storage used with electric vehicle charging points are exempt?

We strongly support the proposed changes, as it makes for the more equal treatment of renewable and clean technology sites who use generation onsite and those who export to the grid. This exemption should be enduring by the permanent removal of onsite generation, storage and electric vehicles charging points from the P&M order. 
17) Do you agree that the tests we are proposing in the heat network relief scheme will ensure that relief is correctly targeted?

We strongly support the introduction of relief for heat networks, this addresses a major barrier to heat network deployment. However, greater guidance is required to ensure there is clear understanding of what counts as low carbon technology for powering heat networks. It is important that this definition aligns with the technologies supported by the Green Heat Network Fund. The relief should also be extended to infrastructure for carbon capture and storage technologies. 
18) What are your views on the proposed reform to the administration of the central list?

No comment intended. 
19) Do you agree that the decisions on the operation of local discretionary relief schemes should be localised to billing authorities in the way proposed? Do you consider any rules should still be imposed from central government and if so, why?

No comment intended. 
20) Are local authorities, ratepayers, or other interested stakeholders aware of any other instances where existing constraints on section 47 relief are giving rise to administrative challenges or unintended practical outcomes?

No comment intended. 
21) Would the proposed reforms to the multiplier improve the administration of the system and if not why? Do you agree that the deadline for confirming the multiplier should no longer be tied to the approval of the local government finance report?

We support the proposals and for the multiplier to be fixed in 2021- providing confidence to businesses by providing clarity around their future liabilities. 
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