Like them or loathe them,
Home Information Packs are going to
change the way that you conduct your

business

Dominic Cullis, MD of Easy Convey, explains the impact that Home Information Packs (HIPs) will have on conveyancers

So, what does the future hold for HIPs and, more importantly, why
should we care? As far as we are concerned at Easy Convey, it won't
really matter a great deal, as our software will be able to integrate
with any system that the Government may decide to introduce.
However, even though we are able to adapt our systems to support
whatever any new legislation requires, that does not stop me from
having my own views on HIPs.

As things stand at the moment, it seems that there will be various
commercial organisations providing HIPs of differing quality.
Without a doubt, the best HIPs will be the ones provided by the
smaller, high street law firms that can offer local knowledge and
direct communication with their clients. For this reason, | feel
strongly that HIPs should be prepared by lawyers. Any proposed
alternative models that bypass the legal profession will provide
little benefit, if any at all. Sadly, this does not seem to matter to
people who are busy making policy in this area.

In fact, | wonder whether the Government has begun to regret the
manifesto promise of HIPs? Why have there been six different
ministers in charge of the project, and why has it been passed from
government department to government department like a hot
potato? So far it has gone through places like the Department of the
Environment, the Department of the Environment and Regions, the
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and now the Department of
Communities and Local Government. At the 11th Property Forum
dinner in October, governmental representation was conspicuous by
its absence.

The Department of Communities and Local Government seems to
have plenty of money for the HIPs trial - offering to pay 50% of the
cost of HIPs as long as the system is voluntary. Yet it is still not
testing "Why HIPs?" or “Do people want HIPs" or "Will HIPs speed up
the house-buying process?”

So, what does this all mean to law firms? For a start, it is absolutely
essential for any law firm that provides conveyancing services to
implement software that will enable them to participate in this
rapidly changing market. Neither the introduction of HIPs nor e-
conveyancing is going to speed up the moving process on its own;
conveyancing times will only be reduced as a result of the Land
Registry's proposals in which we will see simultaneous completion
and registration.

However, any time-savings made at this stage will be offset by
having to prepare HIPs in the first place. The reality is that we're
dealing with people who have human reasons for moving house, and
they will no doubt still be advising lawyers when it would be best
suited for them to actually move (whether this be to do with
children's school terms, change of job, retirement, marriage, and
5o on).

As a result, the conveyancer will clearly have peaks of high activity
at various stages, starting with the preparation of the Home
Improvement Pack, which (according to Part 5 of the Housing Act)
must be available within ten working days of bringing a property to
market. Then, nothing may happen for several months whilst
waiting for a potential purchaser.

To speed up the process, | believe that any of the issues that are
likely to delay a house purchase should be resolved before a house
is even put on the market; in fact, that should be one of the main
purposes of HIPs. Also, wouldn't it help if all local authorities were
Level 3 NLIS, being able to both receive requests and to deliver
results electronically? Perhaps some of this cash that is being
splashed around for the HIPs trial could be more effectively used to

improved the infrastructure of local government, in order to speed
up their turn-around time for conveyancers’ requests?

What is happening now is that the Government is using HIPs to fulfil
the EEC directive of the Home Energy Report which could have
been added as a responsibility to the buyer's solicitor just as
compulsory registration was introduced in the 1970s.

Article 7 of the EU Directive on the energy performance of buildings
(2002/91/EC) says that when homes are sold, an energy
performance certificate must be made available to the prospective
buyer. The UK must ideally comply with this directive no later than
January 2009.

Although the UK plans to fulfil its legal obligations in this area
through the introduction of Home Condition Reports (as they
include an Energy Report), the Energy report will not really benefit
the home buyer, as it has no legal bearing.

When people are considering a property to purchase, of course
some will want to live in a modern, efficient and well-insulated
property, but equally there will be people who want to live in
picturesque, period properties with thin glass, no cavities which
could be insulated, and perhaps with no or little loft insulation.
Someone looking for such a property will not be in the least bit
interested in whether the energy efficiency of a period cottage is
low; they will already know this and accept the consequences.

An important aspect of the Pack will be the inclusion of guarantees,
warranties and certificates, all of which will be submitted to the
law firm by the client. Since these documents often take the form
of a sheet of paper, a small booklet or card, they will need to be
scanned in order to convert them into electronic format for
inclusion in the Pack.

Whilst many HIP providers are catering for this process by enabling
people to scan a document and upload it, they will be relying upon
somebody else to carry out this task. Clearly, a law firm, as part of
their direct face-to-face meetings with the client, would be able to
discuss these documents in detail, and to determine which are
required out of the pile brought in by the clients. Likewise, in
some cases they may request that the clients obtain further
documentation.

So, what role will Easy Convey play in all of this? Well, as part of
our Conveyancing Administration Software Application (CASA), we
are providing a "Wizard" (a template, in effect) which will enable a
Pack to be produced from individual documents that are prepared
or received by the lawyer, or received from the Land Registry or
local government searches. CASA will then generate a .PDF file
which can be uploaded to a website, sent as an attachment to an
email, saved to CD/DVD, or printed. It is the perfect marriage of
legal expertise in this area (yours!), combined with the very latest
technology.

However, installing suitable software is only half the story: the
other essential change that is going to affect you as conveyancers
will be the need to market your services to businesses, whether
these are local estate agents, IFAs or brokers. You also may want
to consider becoming a member of a panel that will introduce
work, such as OneMove, LMS, or the Conveyancing Portal.

It will become increasingly rare for a private individual to approach
a law firm who may have acted for them on their previous property
purchase to prepare a Pack for their planned sale, since it is
inevitable that the estate agent who is marketing the property will







