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Introduction 
 
This is an opportunity for Cornwall Council (and its partners) to restate some points 
which have already been raised by the CLG Select Committee to Ministers. These 
include the cost to local authorities and length of time to settle Appeals; and that 
these should be separated out from business rate devolution. 
 
More frequent revaluation was raised by Cornwall Council in the national business 
rates administration consultation in 2014. The Government’s favoured 3 year cycle 
may more broadly fit with localised economic cycles but should not cause an 
additional cost burden to either businesses or Cornwall Council.  
 
A primary issue is that inter/national businesses with locality branches will have more 
resources available to them for self-assessment than a local, small business which is a 
character of the Cornish economy. Multi/nationals may want to be able to have all 
assessments concluded at the same time while local businesses may wish to have an 
ongoing approach linked to more fluidity around space. The approach, then, needs to 
be appropriate to the local authority and is an opportunity for a devolved approach; 
with Cornwall Council currently considering how it would like to present its pilot offer 
to Government. 
 
Cornwall Council wishes to state a number of principles in relation to the proposals: 
 

• Should enhance stability 
• Fiscally neutral 
• Fair 
• Compensated for additional burdens arising 
• Should not suppress incentives for growth – going forward, especially under 

100% retention, Council will be dependent on b rate revenue to provide 
sustainable services in the future 

 

The Council is not reassured that the system will be sufficiently robust. 

It is not clear how fiscal neutral solution can be achieved especially with such a fluid 
revaluation model and, potentially, rateable value disputes stretching across valuation 
listings impacting on appeal risk. 
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The timing of the consultation is inappropriate. Local authorities and businesses are 
being asked to choose a preference between self assessment (but still based on rental 
values) versus formula (but with no indication at this time of the things that formula 
will measure)? It is impossible to make a  reasonable assessment without this 
information? 

Do not support either option on differing grounds; 

  
1. Self-assessment: this would allow bill payers to update and would/could reduce 
the risk of Appeals as a consequence which would benefit local authorities. There 
could only be an issue raised by business following VOA compliance activity.  The onus 
of this option is either on individual business owners or (presumably) a paid for 
representative. This could cause issues for small businesses: affordability, 
competence, time etc. Digitisation would depend on the ability of small businesses to 
able to access the forms in a timely way: this is still an issue for many businesses in 
deep rural communities. Presumably, this option could help those with a portfolio of 
properties and would help with issues around absent landlords. 

 
The VOA compliance role would be dependent on tools such as modelling, risk 
assessment and third party data. Therefore, there is a need for geographic differences 
in the property market to be taken account of and this will be deeper than ’regional’.  
Self-assessment would also be aided by the publication of Rateable Value information, 
but this may become more challenging in future years if self-assessing businesses 
object to this on the grounds of confidentiality. Presumably, the VOA would need to be 
able to refer to a research database to aid their compliance role. 

 
Ratepayers who failed to comply would face financial liabilities. The consultation states 
that this would be on the basis of whether this is deliberately or carelessly but the 
issue would be how this is assessed and by who. This would need to be carefully 
adjudicated because individual businesses may not have the skills or time to comply 
correctly or in a timely fashion. 

 
In order to ensure ‘stable’ income for local authorities; Government has said that it 
would be able to ‘adjust the multiplier’. This is given as a throwaway comment and 
raises the question (as suggested by the CLG Committee of MPs) of what would 
happen if local authorities could vary the multiplier. This would be the preferred 
approach of Cornwall Council in the spirit of devolution. 
 
Therefore, self assessment: 

1) This still seems to be based on a rental valuation system but places the onus on 
ratepayers to provide the information: and there is a cost attached to that for 
business.  

2) Any new burdens on local government that arise should be funded. 
3) I would be happier if it said the risk of appeals would reduce and would be 

beneficial to local authorities who would be better positioned to make financial 
forecasts. 

4) By publishing information on rental values, concerned that this may cause a 
‘rush to the bottom’ and could destabilise local markets. 
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5) While suspecting that self assessment will impact harder on small businesses 
(and likely at extra cost where agents are deployed), it islikely to be a sector 
under represented in the consultation. 

6) Penalties – who will benefit from this revenue? Most likely VoA and yet failure 
to provide necessary/correct information also impacts the Council in delayed 
revenues / rebilling costs. 

 
 
2. The second option is a formulaic approach. This would take as standard 
rateable premises in a given location: e.g. shops of the same size in the same local 
authority area might have the same assessment irrespective of their specification. The 
impact of this approach would be twofold: one on the professional ‘need’ of surveyors 
but the other on variance of premises configuration (based on the existing footprint) 
and the income potential of improved shop or industrial premises for local authorities. 
This could incentivise the development industry and business owners to improve their 
premises for greater productivity without incurring additional taxation costs through 
the construction and occupation of new premises: having positive implications for 
some town centres but negative for new commercial space, perhaps with a larger 
footprint. 
 
Because the Government would need to define assessment, provide guidance on 
measurement and set different locational values it could be argued that this should be 
subject to additional consultation. Government has suggested that this would be for 
different local authorities or regions. If implemented, it should be based on functional 
economic areas such as the Cornwall region. 

 
Government also suggests that this would create more certainty for local authorities in 
terms of income. A recent report by IPPR has alighted on the issue of ‘excessive’ 
growth effectively being nationalised and redistributed which will dampen the 
incentive for investing in growth. ‘Extreme’ growth is one issue, but penalising modest 
growth (which is seen as disproportionate to a given local authority baseline) is a 
potential pitfall that has not been qualified (not allowing for the devolution of further 
responsibilities which need to be funded). 

 
More frequent revaluations were something that most national respondents requested 
during the consultation on business rates administration. Cornwall Council’s response 
to this was favourable because revaluation was more likely to be in line with local 
economic cycles. These are difficult to judge (we do not have sufficient official data 
that would tell us whether or not Cornwall is in recession, although a declining number 
of job vacancies would be an early indicator) but this is potentially a double edged 
sword for both business and the Council: as so much in this topic area is. For the 
Council, there are issues around resourcing the demands of more frequent revaluation 
and consequent, potential, appeals and (more likely) disputes within effectively zoned 
areas. 
 
Therefore, formula 

1. Feels like a very blunt tool but without detail is impossible to assess 
2. Likely to be considered unfair and could throw up significant variances that will 

be challenged – suspect will lead to more appeals 
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3. Possible incentive to improve business premises where this does not incur 
higher business rates but provides a commercial/competitive advantage. 

4. The formula could suppress business rate growth 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Both options as presented in this consultation are unpalatable. Those businesses that 
do not have the competence to undertake their own assessments should have a 
regulated market to undertake them on their behalf: businesses would need to be 
aware that the VOA does provide a service and this should be an option if they can 
prove (perhaps under a trading threshold) that they cannot address themselves. This 
needs to be affordable or free and not subject to additional ‘red tape’. 
 
Self-assessment could delay the implementation of any business rate variance 
enabled through devolution. It removes the opportunity for join up with the local 
authority in terms of policy development. 
 
 

Prepared by: 

Stephen Horscroft 

Economic Planning and Strategy Officer 

Cornwall Council 

13 July 2016 


