
 

 

 

 

The Rt Hon Rishi Sunak MP 

Chancellor of the Exchequer 

HM Treasury 

1 Horse Guards Rd 

London 

SW1A 2HQ 

 

17th November 2020 

Dear Chancellor 

We are aware that various organisations and bodies have already made representations to you in 

respect of issues associated with the SDLT ‘holiday’ coming to an end on 31st March 2021. 

The purpose of this letter is to set out for your consideration the challenges that law firms are 

currently having to deal with and the potential systemic impact that these challenges may have in 

the coming months. What we set out below is factual and dispassionate, albeit set against a 

profession and industry that is under enormous stress and pressure. 

You will be aware that the housing market is currently experiencing transactional volumes not seen 

since prior to the recession in 2008/2009. The contributing factors are a backlog of transactions from 

the first lockdown, a newly generated demand to move caused by the fallout of Covid-19 and the 

lockdown (the race for space), and then the introduction of a time limited SDLT ‘holiday’. 

In normal times, the increased demand for conveyancing services would have stretched the capacity 

of the market to the limit. Set against the challenges of the current Covid-19 pandemic, 

conveyancers (and others) are close to being overwhelmed, in many respects due to circumstances 

beyond their control. 

We itemise some of these circumstances: 

• There are significant delays (over 20 days and in some cases 90 days) in obtaining search 

results from over 40% of local authorities (and the private sector search companies working in those 

locations). The reasons for the delays are primarily Covid related and quite understandable, but such 

delays hold up the progression of transactions. These delays can lead to a transaction’s failure and 

even the collapse of chains, and a resulting financial loss for consumers. 

• There are problems with mortgage lenders, these include delays issuing (or extending) 

mortgage offers and answering telephone calls. The worst example in respect of phone calls is HSBC 

where callers are routinely held in a queue for one and a half hours or more and often then cut off 

(the record hold time we are aware of is 2 hours and 51 minutes). If a conveyancer cannot get 

through to call for a release of funds (for example) then a transaction cannot proceed to completion, 

which again can impact on a property chain. Again, the reasons for problems with lenders are well 

understood including having to administer mortgage payment holidays. 

• There are significant delays in obtaining leasehold information from managing agents – six to 

eight weeks is not unusual. Leasehold transactions cannot proceed without the information that 

they supply and whole chains of transactions can be impacted. Again, Covid 19 has impacted on 

managing agents, many of whom are still working off paper based records at their places of work. 



 

Each of these (and other) delays (cladding to name but one) create re-work, by which we mean that 

conveyancers are not only having to chase third parties, but also interact with the lawyers on the 

other side of the transaction, as well as their client and the estate agent acting for the vendor of the 

property, to explain the delays. This is time that would otherwise be spent carrying out the legal 

work which enables transactions to proceed. 

The impending end of the SDLT holiday is further exacerbating the situation. 

Agents are using the March deadline as a sales technique to attract buyers – thus further fuelling the 

demand side.  

Purchasers are becoming increasingly concerned by media reports that many people already in the 

process of buying a new home will not be successful in completing their purchase before the 

deadline due to the delays in the process. They are therefore putting pressure on their 

conveyancers, further adding to their workload, and impacting on the supply side. 

There are other factors that are impacting the situation, not least a great hesitancy in the 

conveyancing profession to hire new staff against a backdrop of a potential transaction fall off (‘cliff 

edge’) at the end of March 2021 (a recent survey found that over 60% of purchasers have said they 

would pull out if they miss the SDLT holiday).  

The impact of the current lockdown, which will segue straight into the Christmas period, and with 

the prospect of a further (3rd) lockdown immediately after Christmas (vaccines not withstanding) 

will add further pressure to an already unsustainable position. 

It is our belief that an extension to the SDLT holiday would have a major calming effect on the 

market and provide the legal profession with some much needed breathing space. The alternative 

could lead to a degree of market failure by the Spring of next year with significant consequences to 

future transaction levels, house prices and the wider economy. 

If you are considering an extension to the SDLT holiday (and or a gradual tapering off) we should be 

grateful if the foregoing is taken into account. 

 

With regards 

Yours Sincerely 

 

Simon Law    Rob Hailstone  Paul Smee 

Chairman    Founder  Chairman 

Society of Licensed Conveyancers Bold Legal Group The Conveyancing Association 

 

 

For correspondence please reply to mikeockenden@conveyancers.org.uk 

By telephone call 0800 0499 914 and ask for Mike Ockenden 
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