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HEAVY-HITTING GLOBAL COMPANIES WORTH MORE THAN £331aB&E1bn yearly bill could fall on occupiers. Julian Lyon,

from Land Securities to McDonaldes, have thrown their weight
behind Property Weekes Empty Threat campaign against
crippling empty rates.

The companies join almost 200 others in signing a letter
from Property Week to the prime minister as a final plea to
change the crippling £1bn tax grab.

Francis Salway, chief executive of Land Securities and
president of the British Property Federation, says: The basic
principle of rates is that they are a local tax for the use of local
services. If a building is empty, then the principle falls away.e

Sir Stuart Lipton of Chelsfield Partners, Sir John Ritblat,
honorary president of British Land, and John Richards, chief
executive of Hammerson, all individually backed us.

lan Coull, chief executive of Segro, says: *This outrageous
piece of taxation is hitting the whole of the British economy
at atime of severe downturn. Itis an iniquitous tax at the best
of times but to impose it on the market when we are fighting
for our lives is just madness.e

He joins Property Week in asking for the tax to be removed
in Alastair Darlinges pre-Budget report, which is due in the
next few weeks.

British Property Federation chief executive Liz Peace, who
has led the organisation in lobbying against the tax, said:
*Charging full rates on empty property is like forcing the
unemployed to pay income tax. Ites ludicrous to think that
anyone would deliberately keep a property empty when
values are falling through the floor.

*By continuing to press ahead with this tax purely to raise
revenue, the government is risking pushing business into a
longer-term crisis.e

However, itis not just the property industry that is
outraged by the tax. Experts estimate that up to half

manager of European real estate at General Motors,
believes the burden could increase next year, as the charges
are linked to inflation.

«Itis important that the government should at least be
encouraged to fix the rate at this yearss level given the
economic circumstances,e he says. *The government must
ensure they use the mechanisms built into the legislation and
reduce the rates to 50% as a matter of urgency.e

Edward Cooke, policy adviser at the British Retall
Consortium, agrees. *Occupiers, hot owners, are most often
responsible for paying business rates, therefore the burden
of this tax is borne by retailers as much as by their landlords.

*Given how difficult it remains in many cases for occupiers
to dispose of unwanted premises, as a result of restrictive lease
provisions, occupiers, and in particular smaller tenants, are
suffering as a result of this ill conceived policy.e

With such heavyweight opposition, it is unlikely that Darling
will be able to ignore the clamour over this tax as he pens his
pre-Budget report. However, his government is strapped for
cash after pledging to bail out the banks and that £1bn a year
will come in handy.

While it would be nice to hope government may take heed of
the bankruptcies, demolitions and slowdown in regeneration
schemes around the UK coming as a direct result of this tax, a
government backed into a corner is unlikely to make a U-turn.

The most the industry can hope for is the 50% relief written
into the bill as an option in an economic slowdown. Right now
it would be better than nothing.
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m Email emptythreat@propertyweek.com and we will pass
your responses to prime minister Gordon Brown
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