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Method

Many of my comments will refer to policies I favour.  These flow from my N Warks responsibilities for Regeneration and Housing, my interest in alternative forms of investment and economics and from having studied Land Value Taxation (LVT) in particular.  I outline the three core ideas before commenting on the Green Paper.

Comments on the Green Paper follow.  Matters often overlap.  In this case I try to give a single comment, but refer it also to the overlapping issues.

Property Taxtion

We now have three property taxes on housing, Council Tax, Stamp Duty and Inheritance Tax (IHT)  (Q11).  These should be abolished and replaced with a tax having many of the characteristics of LVT.  In order to make this politically acceptable private owners should have the option of deferring LVT payment to the time of sale instead of annual payment.  This option would not be available to housing owned corporately.  

Social housing might have its tax set to zero.  This would provide a substantial subsidy.

The amount payable would be a yearly fraction of the site value.  No interest would be payable by those who chose to defer payment.  For example the tax might be 1/40 of the value.  If sold after 20 years of occupation the tax payable would be half the site value.

Those who pay annually should receive some form of discount or benefit.  Local government should be able to borrow against the deferred tax owed to them.

There is a case for hypothecating deferred LVT for care and special needs (5.0.5).  The lottery of life is seen as very unjust:  Some die suddenly and leave property to their family; some families spend not only the value of their parent’s property but also their own money buying care for an elderly parent.

Homestead Allowance

This could be thought of as an LVT ‘tax credit’, or citizen’s income.  It might be in the form of a voucher (6.0.2; 6.0.3; Q49; Q51).

It would attach to every individual, not to properties.  In this way it would be portable (Q47) facilitating movement (Q4) and ending homelessness (Q26).  This spending power could replace subsidised buildings, allow the poor to compete for private rented property and so move social rents and private rents closer together (6.0.3; 6.0.4).  This should reduce social distinctions (Q48).

Tenure through Partnership in Rent

This is described in “Rent & Own.doc”.  The property is owned by a Limited Liability Partnership (LLP).  This tenure is almost infinitely flexible, ranging from pure rental (5.0.7) to purchase, with the ability to withdraw equity in times of hardship or old age.  (2.1.1; 6.0.6; 6.0.14; Q54) It is also possible to build up equity in property while in employment that requires mobility (5.0.1) [The ‘Common Ground’ tenure proposals from the New Economics Foundation and the Co-operative Development Societies attempt something similar.] What follows is by way of example.
 
The value of the residence is unitised, e.g. into 365 units, each representing the rent on one day of the year.  The occupier becomes a partner on purchase of one unit.  His rent is paid to the LLP and he receives one days worth of rent back for each unit he holds. Rent is revalued annually in line with ‘average earnings’.  The occupier may buy further units. Units are revalued annually in accordance with house prices. When the occupier owns all the units of his house he may withdraw from the LLP and re-register in his own name if he wishes.  But he also has other options.  He may cease buying units.  He may sell units back to the LLP. 



I envisage a two tier LLP structure (Q43).  The units not held by the occupier are held by investors in a Local Housing Partnership (LHP),  which manages the tenure for that and other properties in the locality.  The LHP transfers the land of its properties into an upper tier Community Land Partnership (CLP).  The land values are therefore pooled and owned by investors and the lower tier LHP(s).  This pooling can lock the land into partnership in a similar way to a golden share (4.0.17, Q20).  A large land pool will average out the returns from land investment and attract investment on better terms than a small CLP.  On the other hand the lower tier LHP should be small (6.0.9).  It can enable participation in maintenance and management.  Its members are likely to participate in it at ‘street level’. (1.0.5)

The more I compare LLP vs. purchase by mortgage the more I realise that the split between mortgage and renting accounts for the split between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ (5.0.2).  Mortgage payment can be a disaster in certain circumstances.  I am now convinced that purchase by mortgage should either be outlawed or given much less favourable tax treatment than “Rent & Own” via LLP tenure. (1.0.7; Q10; Q31)


COMMENTS

· Neighbourhood management should not be assigned to a housing association or a council housing department. It  must be inclusive across all forms of tenure. Grass roots parish or community councils are more suitable.  (1.0.6; Q3; Q60)

· Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) meet council officers but not councillors (in N Warks at least).  RSLs appear to be treated more as developers than strategic housing partners.  This is wrong. (1.0.8; 2.1.3; Q32)

· Our N Warks Local Plan has to allocate actual sites to meet the housing needs of the county structure plan.  It only contains wishes for the provision of land for community facilities.  Therefore they don’t happen.  Local Plans must allocate actual sites. (2.0.1; Q1;  7.0.4, Q13, Q56)

· House prices would not vary dramatically across the country if LVT were imposed.  As the tax is increased house price would fall toward the cost of the fabric only.  That is similar across the country. (3.0.4)  But LVT would vary across the country which would encourage dispersal and relocation across the country. (4.0.5; Q14; Q27)

· I don’t see why the chancellor looks for fixed rate mortgages.( 3.0.5)  Those with them escape his efforts to cool the economy by raising interest rates!  Nor would they stabilise house prices. House prices are dependent on the interest rates prevailing at the time of purchase, which vary.  Anyway purchasers have this choice now if they want to take it up.

· UK is not powerless to affect its monetary and fiscal policies.  It must retain its ability to set its own fiscal policies. We must resist any ‘tax harmonisation’ that hinders differing taxation in different countries and regions. (3.0.6)  [Think of the whole UK as a ‘site’ under LVT.]

· It  may not be necessary to ‘encourage more private rental development’ (Q30).  It appears to be happening with the current ‘buy to let’ craze. (3.0.7; Q5; Q4)  In many areas rents are falling even as prices continue to rise.

· It is not necessary to stabilise interest rates under purchase via LLP (Q6).  The purchase takes place gradually over many years over which prices and payments are indexed and will tend to average rates.  This is unlike purchase by loan (mortgage) where the price and the loan are fixed at one point in time.

· LVT discourages under-utilisation of land.  It will therefore increase housing supply. (Q7; Q8).  The cost to individuals is also due to smaller households.  In the past a widow would take a lodger e.g. a student.  Now both widow and student look for their own residence.  Costs rise with expectations!  The expectations are a symptom of increasing affluence.

· The ownership of sufficient wealth to stand the financial shock of the move also facilitates labour mobility (Q7).  LLP tenure enables the poor to accumulate wealth whereas renting does not.

· The Bank of England should not interfere with the amount lent under mortgage.  Rather mortgage should be outlawed in favour of LLP. (Q9)  The BoE cannot control the value of money and the value of houses with a single tool.  Another tool is needed - LVT!

· The practice of repossession and sale at less than market value would not occur under LLP tenure because the investor would have the same interest in achieving the a good price as the occupier. (Q10)  Outlaw mortgages!

· In our market towns it is not maximum but minimum densities being imposed in Local Plans.  (4.0.6,7,9)  High density is only feasible where all communal facilities (employment, retail, medical, leisure, etc.) are already high density.

· Cars should be parked out of sight in business areas of even small towns (4.0.9, Q15).  This can be done in multi-story and underground car parks. Basement parking is common abroad but rare here.  We should not assume we can find surface level areas to concrete over just to park cars. The car (or taxi) becomes more essential as our population ages,  but we must tame it!

· Multiple ownership (4.0.11) would be less of a problem if they paid LVT.  It would spur the owners to act instead of each waiting for their neighbour to make the first step to improve an area.

· I’m opposed to restricting house extensions (4.0.13, Q16, 4.0.7). They are needed for many reasons: care for an elderly relative, to provide a student flat, as a home office, etc.  Most of these uses imply flexible space, with the possibility of separate access.  Perhaps rules that promote ‘flexible space’ should be imposed instead of refusal.  

· We will very likely be forced to build major communal facilities such as colleges and hospitals on green-belt land (Q13).  We are not providing real sites anywhere else.

· Government targets can be nonsense (Q17, Q19).  For example PPG3 directed 55% of new housing to just 3 out of 35 wards of N Warks.  Other targets required most of this to be affordable.  The housing needs survey showed that less than 5% of the need for affordable housing arose in those 3 wards.  The guidelines did not direct the housing to the wards of greatest need!  Planning (Q56) must meet local needs, not national directives. 

· Until we have LVT there will be scope for 106 agreements to release some land as ‘free land’ for affordable housing (Q18, 7.0.5).  But the calculation must not be based on house price but land price.  The land owner must not be left out of pocket or nothing will get developed (Q21).

A quasi LVT could be imposed by increasing the charges for planning permission and reducing their life to only 1 year.

· Landfill tax seems to be used for small grants to parishes etc.  It should be used to clear up major brownfield sites (Q21).

· This green paper is silent on the Chancellor’s plans to introduce tax reforms to favouring ‘Real Estate Investment Trusts’ (REITs) and ‘Property Investment Funds’ (5.0.2, Q31).  We must understand and have a position on such tax matters.

· The success of McCarthy & Stone shows that many elderly folk are willing to trade down releasing family housing to the next generation.  But they look for better security, care, comfort and quality than the home they vacate (5.0.5; 6.0.13). Confidence in this security might require concierge or hall porter access to buildings, it might require a complex of bungalows to be formed into a gated community with a curfew.  This is happening to a degree already. Is this apartheid?  Where is the boundary of public vs. private space?

· Local authorities could take over running properties empty for over a year (5.0.8; Q33).  LVT would discourage this.  As a half-way house business rates could be imposed on such housing.  These solutions would cost less than taking over the properties.

· Beware of being prescriptive about tenant rights and participation (5.0.10).  Situations vary: students, special needs, three generation families, etc.  Situations also change with time.  What is needed is the ability to intervene in a failing situation and provide a safety net.

· “What role for Council?” (Q28)  Plenty! But not necessarily as providers.  Roles include strategic, demographic, location, balance with community facilities, security, special needs, intervention in failing situations, etc…

· Councils should build for special needs and for short term homeless (Q29).  That is all.

· Standards of private rental housing will improve through increasing supply.  This will lead to competition in terms of quality (Q30).  A homestead allowance would inject money into that market increasing supply.

· There is much wrong with current efforts to improve housing (Q 35; Q36; Q39; Q42). Partnership via LLP would be much better.  LLP should be an option for stock transfer (Q42).

· ‘Right to buy’ should be replaced with an equity interest in the home they occupy (Q37).  This would be easy under LLP.   The 2 year rule should also be modified (Q38) and replaced by a requirement to have built up an equity stake over ‘n’ years.  [There is stray text on the foot of page 7 that goes some way to offering a solution]

· Social housing should be allocated according to NEED not Time of Waiting (Q46).

· Mortgage lenders should be required to offer conversion to equity partnership LLP.  This would be a life-line to anyone in mortgage difficulty (6.0.6).  Payment holidays and equity withdrawal then become available.

· Negative subsidy of £20 p.w. out of rents of £47 p.w. prevails in N Warks (6.0.8).  This is a scandal! We could use that money for ‘decent homes’.  The pooling of capital receipts is another scandal (6.0.12).  These assets have been purchased locally.  They belong to the locality.

· Decentralise YES (6.0.9).  The way to do so is via two tier LLPs with only the land in large pooled CLPs.

· ‘Tenants subsidise poorer tenants’ (6.0.10).  I think this abuse has now been ended in favour of the equivalent abuse via negative subsidies (6.0.8). 


Other Issues

Neighbourhoods

Like groups tend to live together: Chinese Quarter; students; young families; etc.  Should we be content with this, or should we seek to mix groups?  This is a serious issue not addressed here. Enforces mixing deprives the groups of their wish for similar neighbours.  Yet if immigrant communities live segregated lives they may never integrate.

This also has a profound effect on property prices or even abandonment.  If the neighbours are poor, don’t keep their house tidy, maybe steal…  Maybe where you live is in turning into a red light district or ruled by drug mafia.

How do we deal with noisy ‘neighbours from hell’?  One answer might be to house them in a mobile home for a period.  This might have to be via some sort of ‘community order’.  A mobile home can be moved to clear up when their term of residence is over.  It is also a very low cost form of detached residence which provides much better sound insulation than flats or even ‘semis’.  Most who indulge in noisy behaviour grow out of it!

Incentives to Move

Trading down, in social as well as private housing is an important feature of housing in UK.  It enables more appropriate use of space than living in the same home through life.  It should be strengthened with incentives.  Nor are we right to concentrate on ‘care in your own home’ in old age.  Individuals vary in what they need, even in old age.  Their support networks also vary.  But we should not ignore the fact that care in their own home uses caring services inefficiently and also exposes vulnerable people to the dangers and vices of ‘the community’.

Living Together


One reason for housing shortage is the increasing number of single person households.  Why is this?  Can it be reversed?  Is there a model in collegiate living as in monasteries, alms houses, student halls of residence?  Living in close proximity promotes informal caring and is a deterrent to burglars.

Quality of Accommodation


The most obvious difference between a poor residence and a wealthy one is space.  It is not simply garden space.  The ‘pent-house flat’ has spacious rooms.  Spacious rooms should be possible even in cities.

Teenagers now have to run a home office with a ton of text-books and internet access.  Two kids in bunk-beds condemns them to educational poverty.


Working from Home


This generally requires an extra room.  It is more ‘sustainable’ than commuting.  It is not only professionals who work from home.  So do blue collar workers.  They run a white van and conduct their orders by mobile phone.  They rarely have to visit their base employer, if indeed they have one.  This requires homes with space for a van as well as a car.

Convalescent Homes


These should be provided at grass roots level where informal networks of caring already exist and would very likely provide volunteer help.  They are needed to reduce ‘bed-blocking’.  They would reduce the need of relatives to travel long distances to visit sick relatives.  But are they ‘housing’.  If not, who is to provide?

