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Dear Chancellor

Yesterday you said that you had "not concluded exactly what we need to do”
in relation to a potential suspension of stamp duty land tax. I must urge you,
whatever action you decide to take, to end the damaging uncertainty you
have created and announce your decision as soon as possible.

The housing market needs certainty and a steady hand. Your decision to
float a stamp duty suspension, without confirming it one way or the other,
has now created a significant incentive for people to delay the purchase of a
property in the hope of avoiding the payment of stamp duty on the
transaction. This uncertainty can only undermine the market further,
reducing the volume of transactions when they are already at historic lows.
Indeed we now have the worst of both worlds – a potential delay in property
transactions, but with no definite proposal on the table. Unfortunately this is
not the first time that this Government has dithered over a tax decision. The
lessons from the damaging capital gains tax, non-domicile taxation and 10p
tax rate episodes have clearly not been learnt.

For a Government that claims to be focussed on long term solutions, these
briefings are playing damaging short term games with the property market.
At a time of deep economic uncertainty the last thing the Government
should be doing is deliberately making things worse. The responsible thing
now would be to end this damaging speculation by discontinuing the
briefing of potential tax changes and moving swiftly to announce any reform
to stamp duty so that people can make informed decisions about whether to
try to buy or sell their property.

If you are genuinely interested in acting to help the housing market and first
time buyers, I recommend that you introduce the fully-funded and
permanent proposal to lift the stamp duty threshold for first time buyers to
£250,000 announced by George Osborne last October. This would lift nine
out of ten first time buyers out of stamp duty altogether and provide badly
needed assistance to a group who are finding it increasingly difficult to enter
the market. If you decide to adopt this proposal, we will offer cross-party
support to speed the necessary legislation through Parliament.

Yours sincerely

Philip Hammond MP
Shadow Chief Secretary to the Treasury


