WHAT’S THE FUTURE OF LOCAL TAXATION IN
SCOTLAND?
Tell us what you think
We are an independent Commission that that brings together expertise and experience from
across Scotland to look at ways of delivering a fairer system of local taxation in Scotland. The
Commission is chaired by Marco Biagi MSP, Minister for Local Government and Community
Empowerment, and Councillor David O’Neill, President of the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities.
The Commission will present its findings in late 2015. You can find out more information about our
membership and remit at www.localtaxcommision.scot

We want to begin our work by hearing your views and suggestions about what happens now,
and what the future might be.
This call for evidence is only our first step in listening to you. Any information that you give us now will help start the
debate, but we also want this to be an ongoing conversation. Over the next few months we will be setting up
different ways in which you can meet us or tell us what you think. A good way to find out about these is by signing up
to our newsletter by following @localtaxscot on Twitter.

How to Respond
We will use your information to develop our work, and so what you tell us is really important. For that reason, we
want to hear from you by 22 JUNE 2015, or sooner if you can. However, let us know if you need more time. Please
also feel free to share any other information with us.
You can complete and return this form electronically to:
evidence@localtaxcommission.scot
You can also respond online via our website:
http://localtaxcommission.scot/initial-call-for-evidence/
Alternatively you can post a copy of this form to:
The Commission on Local Tax Reform
Verity House
19 Haymarket Yards
Edinburgh, EH12 5BH

If you are responding as an individual we would be grateful if you could also provide some other information at the
end of this form. This will help us develop an overall picture of the information we have. This is optional and will be
used anonymously and remain strictly confidential.
If you have any queries please contact info@localtaxcommission.scot or call us on 0131 474 9332.

RESPONDENT INFORMATION
To help us make the most of your response, please tell us about yourself and how you want
us to use the information you provide. There are some questions marked * and these must
be answered by all respondents, unless you are directed past this question.
* I am responding as:

An individual
An organisation/group

Name of Organisation (if appropriate)
Forename
Surname
Address

Peter
Symon

Do you consider yourself or your organisation as from or representing?
a rural area

an urban
area

an area with
both urban and
rural parts
Would you be happy to be approached by the Commission for
further discussion about your submission?
If you are responding as an individual:
* Do you agree to your response being made available to the
public on the Commission’s web site?

don’t know /
not applicable
Yes
No
Yes
No

* If you have agreed to your response being made available to the public, please tell us if we may also
make your name and address available. (Please select one option only)
Yes, make my response, name and address all available
Yes, make my response available, but not my name and address
Yes, make my response and name available, but not my address
If you are responding as an individual we would be grateful if you could provide some additional information at the
end of this form. This is absolutely optional but will help us get an overall picture of the information we receive.

If you are responding as a group or organisation:
* The name and address of your organisation will be made public
Yes
on the Commission’s web site. Are you content for your response
No
to also be made available?
Which of the following best describes your organisation? (Please select one option only)
Community Group
A business
Local Authority
A government department or agency
Other public sector organisation
A social enterprise
Third Sector organisation
Other (please specify)
Professional body
Short description of the main purpose of your organisation:

Tell us what you think
We have not provided a long list of questions, but we do want to hear what you have to say about some
themes. Please respond to as few or as many as you wish. If you would prefer to send us other
information, please feel free to do so. However, it would be helpful to keep your response to no more
than eight pages.
If you are able to, please provide evidence or examples in support of what you say. This will help us explore
your ideas further.

1. SCOTLAND’S CURRENT SYSTEM OF COUNCIL TAX

To what extent does the current system of council tax deliver a fair and effective system of local taxation in
Scotland? Are there any features of the current system that you wish to see retained or changed?
You may wish to illustrate your answer with examples from your own experience.

The current system of council tax is a moderately effective but unfair system of local taxation.
Taxes on property, whether Council Tax or the system of rates they replaced, are easier to collect than taxes on income. For
for that reason local property taxation is more effective than local income taxation, despite the millions of pounds written
off every year by Councils in uncollected Council Tax.
The emergence of Council Tax as a form of property taxation based on market value of homes rather than rental value, is a
reflection of the rapid expansion of the owner occupied sector in the housing system. We have now come to the end of that
expansion and so should seek a new form of property based taxation.
When community charge was replaced by Council Tax, landlords managed to wriggle out of their obligation to pay local
taxes based on their property rental income (notionally) which they then handed to tenants. That remains the central
unfairness at the heart of the unreformed Council Tax system and it should be removed. Landlords should pay local tax on
their property.
As the recent EU-funded TENLAW study showed, there is virtually no precedent anywhere else in Europe for the holiday
which residential landlords in the UK are given in respect of council tax. It is an historical anomaly enduring from the very
different days of the Thatcher/Major administrations. It also partly explains the buy-to-let bubble. It is difficult to justify
why owners of property should not be required to pay tax on it, with regard to the public goods and services on which the
property relies for its value.
The residential property tax base should be accompanied by a residential occupier tax. Ideally the two taxes should raise
roughly similar amounts of aggregate revenue. That way, landlords would pay half and the occupiers would pay half.
However the principal unfairness in any property tax system is failure regularly to update the valuation of the properties
that are taxed. It is the same wherever you go in the world and the same during whatever period. The awkward truth is
that valuation needs resources and the results are going to be unpopular, so politicans put it off and it never happens.
Not taxing land is probably unfair. Vast areas of the country contribute nothing to paying for local services and are even
granted further tax breaks.
Always remember that we are merely tinkering with the edges of local government expenditure as the lion's share of local
money comes in a block grant from central government. Radical overhaul of local finances is therefore out of the question,
totally off the political agenda, unless we are prepared to start a debate about constitutionally entrenched settlements
between tiers of democratically elected collective bodies, and to consider the operation of the principle of subsidiarity.

2. REFORM OF LOCAL TAXATION

Are there alternatives to the current system of council tax that you think would help to reform local taxation

in Scotland? What are the main features of these, and why do you think they would deliver improvement?
Do you have any examples of why this is the case?

Local income taxation would not be a viable and effective option, for the reasons set out above. Furthermore, a system of
property based taxation is in effect a system of income taxation, albeit imputed rental income rather than earnings from
paid employment or investments.
Land value taxation was tried by the Lloyd George administration but the measures introduced in the People's Budget were
strongly opposed by landed interests. There is no reason to expect that similar measures would not attract equally strong
opposition particularly in Scotland where such interests are traditionally dominant and so the tax would be difficult to
implement. A fundamental objection to land value taxation is that while it is superficially attractive as a simple, Single Tax
solution, nobody really understands how it works and not even professional valuers would be prepared to justify the wierd
cerebral calculations that are required in order to arrive at the value of land separately from the value of the buildings on it.
Try explaining it to the average member of the public.
A modified form of land value taxation could however be justified, as a minority adjunct to mainstream local property
taxation, as an effective and equitable way of paying for large local or regional infrastructure projects such as new roads,
bridges. People can however understand very clearly how the value of land can shoot up even when the landowner has
done nothing at all except watch the powers that be grant permission for a new piece of publicly funded infrastructure to be
built over or near that land. The principle that the landowners who benefits from increased land values arising from public
investment in such infrastucture should contribute to the social cost of the infrastructure, is also more easy to understand
than the current principle of planning obligations, where "developers" pay for planning permissions, which cost they then
pass on to consumers in the form of higher prices per unit of subdivided land, for example.
I repeat, the most important thing is to keep revaluing the property tax base. It would be great if the Scottish Government
would legislate to carry out revaluations on a set schedule of years. But it will never happen. So what is the alternative?
We need an easy-to-understand and fair system of rebates and allowances and we need a well-resourced courts and
dispute resolution system to deal with the problems of tax setting and tax collection that will undoubtedly arise.

3. LOCAL PRIORITIES

How well do you think that communities’ local priorities are accounted for in the way that local taxation
operates at the moment? If there is room for improvement, how should things change?
Do you have any ideas or examples about how this could improve people’s lives?

Local taxation seems to have very little to do with local priorities. Only a tiny proportion of total local government
funding is collected through local taxation. The remainder comes through a block grant. Central control over local
government expenditure, including capital controls, is very tight. Reform of Council Tax will probably thereore imply
be tinkering at the edges. Over the next few years of cuts, Councils will be forced to borrow more and more, to
realise the capital projects they need to put in place.
Constitutional entrenchement of a new settlement between different scales of public collectivities is required, as part
of a devolution of tax and spend responsibilities to local levels. We cannot rely on windfarms, housebuilders and
road builders to keep on funding essential public services. That might be the American way, but in this country we
want European quality services (while only being prepared to pay American level taxes). I believe there is a saying
in America, No Taxation Without Representation, and so long as the representatives are duly elected I have no
problem with that principle underpinning our system of local taxation.

4. FURTHER INFORMATION

We would like to keep the conversation going. Please tell us about any events, networks or other ways in

which we could help achieve this.
The main thing that is needed is a debate about principles of local taxation. We do need to know about how the
different systems work. But the main thing is to keep it simple and ask people what they they think are the key
simple principles that should underpin a system of paying for local services and local public goods. However the
Scottish Government seems to be driven by a Managerialist agenda which is more about Achieving Outcomes and
less about principles of tax justice.

Thank you for your submission. If you have any queries about the Call for Evidence please contact us at:
Commission on Local Tax Reform
Verity House
19 Haymarket Yards
Edinburgh EH12 5BH
0131 474 9200
email: info@localtaxcommission.scot
twitter: @localtaxscot

