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A new poll tax?

Key findings
The abolition of council tax benefit and the accompanying 10 per cent
funding cut is continuing to cause hardship for London’s poorest
residents. It has meant that 24 out of 33 London boroughs continue to
charge council tax to residents previously deemed too poor to pay.
This report provides new information on the second year of the local
council tax support schemes. While the number of those falling behind
on payments has dropped slightly since 2013/14, the numbers are still
eye-wateringly high.
Over 100,000 low-income Londoners have been sent a court
summons for non-payment. 102,204 people who are receiving
council tax support have been issued with a court summons
because they have fallen behind on payments.
Over 120,000 low-income Londoners are currently in arrears on
their council tax. 122,749 council tax support claimants are behind
on their payments.
Court costs have added £8.5 million to the amount owed. In
2014/15 over 71,000 council tax support claimants were charged
£8.5 million in court costs.
Over 12,000 cases have been referred to bailiffs. 12,692 council
tax support claimants were referred to bailiffs in 2014/15. This is likely
to be an underestimate, as 13 London boroughs did not provide
information on this question.
None of the London boroughs amended their council tax support
schemes in 2014/15 to reduce the burden on low-income households,
but four changed their schemes so that low-income households were
expected to pay more. Although there has been a small decrease in
numbers sent a court summons for non payment across London as a
whole, in these four boroughs the picture is very different.
In the boroughs that increased their minimum payment:
The number of households issued with a court summons for
non-payment has more than doubled. In 2013/14, 7,283 were
issued with a court summons after falling behind on payment, rising
to 15,509 in 2014/15.
Referrals to bailiffs have increased by around 50 per cent. In
2013/14, 2,058 cases were referred to bailiffs to collect the money
owed, rising to 3,193 in 2014/15.
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One

Introduction and overview
of London schemes
In April 2013, council tax benefit was abolished and replaced by locally
run council tax support schemes along with a 10 per cent cut in
funding. As campaigning anti-poverty charities, CPAG and Z2K were
concerned about the impact this could have on low-income Londoners.
Our report last year, A New Poll Tax?, looked for the first time at the
impact in London of the abolition of council tax benefit. It found that a
third of London’s boroughs had introduced local council tax support
schemes akin to council tax benefit, but the remaining two-thirds had
introduced schemes that included charges of up to nearly £400 a year,
which some claimants were required to pay from their £72-a-week
jobseeker’s allowance. In total, over 300,000 low-income Londoners
faced higher council tax bills in 2013/14 as a result of the changes.
Nearly 40 per cent of these had been served with a court summons for
late payment, with 16,000 referred to bailiffs to collect the money.
This new report provides an update after the second year of localised
council tax support. The figures in it are those provided by the London
boroughs themselves, in response to our Freedom of Information
requests. It looks at the charges being levied against London’s poorest
residents, as well as collection rates and enforcement. Disappointingly,
while the majority have responded, a small minority of boroughs failed
to provide even the most basic data. We are concerned that several
authorities told us they were unable to provide the information
requested because they did not collect it. This would suggest they are
failing to monitor the impact of their own policies. Indeed, several
authorities told us that, while they collected data in 2013/14 to examine
the impact of the first year, they were no longer collecting the same
information. We find it extraordinary that any local authority would
decide against monitoring the impact of a policy that is targeted almost
exclusively on its poorest residents, particularly as such data may be
useful in informing the outcome of the government’s forthcoming
independent review.
There are some signs of adjustment to the new norm in boroughs that
have not increased minimum payments. While the number of households
issued with a court summons is still worryingly high, there has been a
small drop since 2013/14. In boroughs that have increased minimum
payments, there is a different picture. Court summonses have
dramatically increased and collection rates have fallen.
There are also concerns for the future. With the cuts to local government
funding looking set to continue, we believe that many boroughs will be
considering increasing their charges further in 2016/17. Waltham Forest,
for example, has already indicated that its minimum payment will rise
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from 16 per cent in 2015/16 to 24 per cent in 2016/17. Others may look
to increase their charges less directly – for example, by ratcheting up
non-dependant deduction charges, abolishing lower rates of support for
families in low-paid work or lowering the capital/savings threshold for
eligibility.
CPAG and Z2K are opposed in principle to the ‘localisation’ and reduction
in funding of council tax benefit – we believe those who are out of work
or unable to work through disability or illness should not be forced to pay
tax from their already overstretched social security benefits. Imposing a
local tax on those on the very lowest incomes stands in contrast to the
government’s raising of the personal tax allowance because people on
low incomes are too poor to pay income tax. Many of the households
now being asked to pay council tax have incomes too low to benefit
from the increase in the personal tax allowance. We are also concerned
about the ‘postcode lottery’ created by localisation. It simply cannot be
fair that a family in one borough can be required to pay a local tax when
a family in otherwise equal financial circumstances in a neighbouring
borough does not.
A New Poll Tax? recognised that local authorities were facing severe
budget cuts, and that they had been given a relatively short amount of
time to set up their local council tax support schemes. However, the
marked variation in both the nature of the schemes and the way they
have been implemented was one of the big surprises of our research.
We were especially concerned to find some boroughs issuing ‘mass
summonses’ to thousands of residents at a time, or moving quickly to
refer the debts to bailiffs when claimants fell behind with their payments.
‘Hardship funds’ set up to provide financial assistance to vulnerable
people had rarely been actively promoted to claimants and, as a result,
were significantly underspent.
As campaigning anti-poverty charities, we always intended that this
data should be used to inform both the government’s own review of the
impact of the abolition of council tax benefit and the individual council
tax support schemes decided upon by local authorities in future years.
In our recommendations, we called for the restoration of a fully funded
national system of council tax benefit. However, we also called on the
23 London boroughs charging unemployed and disabled people to take
a much closer look at the level of their charges, to see what could be
done to mitigate their impact on vulnerable people, and the methods of
enforcing collection of outstanding debts.
A number of boroughs had already increased their charges for 2014/15
and, soon after A New Poll Tax? was published, several others indicated
their intention to increase the charges even further in 2015/16. We were
delighted to be able to join with backbench councillors and local
voluntary sector organisations in Harrow to successfully challenge that
borough’s plans to double the charge for disabled people to nearly £400
a year. While our efforts to persuade Barnet councillors not to increase
that authority’s minimum payment to 20 per cent were narrowly defeated
by the mayor’s casting vote, other boroughs either scaled back planned
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increases or revised their enforcement practices by making more
meaningful efforts to engage with households falling behind with their bills.
We hope this report will help councillors, MPs, advice agencies and
residents themselves look closely at the schemes being proposed
across London by mayors, council leaders and lead members for
2016/17, and challenge the over-zealous enforcement practices which
are still prevalent in far too many London boroughs. There is good
practice out there – most notably in those nine boroughs which do not
have a minimum payment. We urge others to follow that lead and
protect those previously deemed too poor to pay council tax.

Overview of London schemes
In the third year of localised council tax support, the schemes
administered by London’s 33 local authorities continue to vary greatly.
The six authorities that established schemes that effectively mirrored the
old council tax benefit system (City of London, Hammersmith and
Fulham, Kensington and Chelsea, Merton, Tower Hamlets and
Westminster) have committed to maintain those schemes into 2015/16.
Three authorities (Kingston upon Thames, Wandsworth and Richmond
upon Thames) continue to offer schemes that do not require a minimum
payment, but have made other changes. Of these, both the Richmond
and Kingston schemes remain unchanged in 2015/16, but Wandsworth
has now limited support to properties in Band E (meaning residents in
higher bands cannot receive support) and increased its taper rate from
20 per cent to 25 per cent. The remaining 24 authorities all have
schemes which require a minimum payment from claimants.

Taper rates
Councils have the ability to decide the rate at which council tax support
is withdrawn as earnings increase. Most boroughs have maintained the
20 per cent taper rate that was set in the national scheme, but four have
increased it to 25 per cent (Waltham Forest, Lambeth, Sutton and
Wandsworth) and two to 30 per cent (Harrow and Brent). In its report on
council tax support, the Public Accounts Committee was highly critical
of the effect this had on work incentives, highlighting that with a 25 per
cent taper rate, a person will lose 93 pence of every additional pound
earned, and 97 pence under a 30 per cent taper rate.1
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Changes to schemes in 2015/16
The majority of schemes remain unchanged from 2014/15, but six
London local authorities have amended the minimum payments for their
schemes for 2015/16:
Havering introduced a minimum payment for the first time at 15 per
cent (although support was previously capped at Band D properties).
Barnet increased its minimum payment from 8.5 per cent to 20 per
cent.
Barking and Dagenham increased its minimum payment from 10
per cent to 25 per cent.
Waltham Forest increased its minimum payment from 15 per cent to
16 per cent. This will be followed by a further increase to 24 per cent
in 2016/17.
Sutton has a cash, rather than percentage, minimum payment, and
this has been increased from £3.55 to £3.75 per week, the equivalent
of increasing the rate for a Band D property from 12 per cent to 13
per cent.
In Waltham Forest, Havering, and Barking and Dagenham, the savings
threshold to qualify for support has been lowered from £16,000 to
£6,000. Non-dependant deductions have also been increased by several
boroughs, the largest being a 25 per cent increase in Waltham Forest.2
Finally, Waltham Forest has increased its taper rate from 20 per cent to
25 per cent.
Smaller changes, such as the non-dependent deductions and savings
thresholds, may seem innocuous in comparison to the direct impact of
increasing minimum payments, but they also have an effect. For
example, although non-dependant deductions are nominally paid by the
non-dependants living in a household (most often adult children), in our
experience it is often the claimant who ends up footing the bill. Lowering
the savings threshold also creates a strange situation where someone
with £6,000 to £16,000 in savings could be entitled to housing benefit
and jobseeker’s allowance, but is expected to pay the full rate of her/his
council tax.

Too poor to pay
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Table 1.1
London council tax support schemes, 2015/16
Local authority

Minimum Exemptions
payment

Taper
rate

Savings
limit

Barking and Dagenham

25%

None

0.2

£6,000

Barnet

20%

War pensioners, war widow(er)s and people who receive
payments from the Armed Forces Compensation Scheme

0.2

£16,000

Bexley

15%

None

0.2

£16,000

Brent

20%

Disability living allowance, attendance allowance, the support
component of employment and support allowance, carer’s
allowance, war disablement pension and incapacity benefit

0.3

£6,000

Bromley

19%

None

0.2

£16,000

Camden

8.5%

None

0.2

£16,000

City of London

0%

None

0.2

£16,000

Croydon

15%

Disability living allowance, employment and support
allowance and income support, and single parents with a
child aged under five

0.2

£8,000

Ealing

20%

Disability living allowance and single parents with a child
aged under five

0.2

£8,000

Enfield

19.5%

War widows, carer’s allowance, employment and support
allowance and the higher rate disability living allowance

0.2

£16,000

Greenwich

15%

None

0.2

£16,000

Hackney

15%

None

0.2

£16,000

Hammersmith and Fulham

0%

n/a

0.2

£16,000

Haringey

19.8%

Disability allowance, attendance allowance, severe
disablement allowance, long term rate incapacity benefit,
mobility allowance/supplement, working tax credit – disability
element, personal independence payment

0.2

£10,000

Harrow

30%

Applicants with a disability or a household member with a
disability have a 10% minimum payment

0.3

£16,000

Havering

15%

None

0.2

£6,000

Hillingdon

20%

War widow’s pension, war disablement pension, people who
receive payments from the Armed Forces Compensation
Scheme and those entitled to a disability premium

0.2

£16,000

Hounslow

8.5%

None

0.2

£16,000

Islington

8.5%

Disabled people, carers and those with children are entitled
to extra support, but the amount they receive is still reduced
by 8.5%

0.2

£16,000

Kensington and Chelsea

0%

n/a

0.2

£16,000

Kingston upon Thames

0%

Disability benefits and war widows

0.2

£16,000

Lambeth

15.9%

Disabled people, carers, war widow(er)s and those affected
by the benefit cap

0.25

£16,000

Lewisham

14.8%

None

0.2

£16,000

Merton

0%

n/a

0.2

£16,000

Newham

20%

None

0.2

£16,000

Redbridge

5%

None

0.2

£16,000

Richmond upon Thames

0%

Disability benefits and war widows

0.2

£16,000

Southwark

15%

None

0.2

£16,000

Sutton

£3.75

None

0.25

£10,000

Tower Hamlets

0%

n/a

0.2

£16,000

Waltham Forrest

16%

None

0.25

£6,000

Wandsworth

0%

n/a

0.25

£16,000

Westminster

0%

n/a

0.2

£16,000

Source: New Policy Institute, www.counciltaxsupport.org
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Has funding for council tax support been cut further?
In almost all cases, the authorities which have reduced the amount of
support cite further funding cuts as the reason why they have had to
amend their schemes. As highlighted in our previous report, council tax
support funding is no longer provided as a separate grant. Instead, it is
paid as part of the revenue support grant. As the amount provided for
council tax support funding is now not identified by central government,
it appears to many authorities that it has been cut by the same
percentage as their overall revenue support grant. However, ministers
maintain this is not the case. For example, in response to a recent
parliamentary question, the government stated:3
We provided £3.7 billion for localised council tax support in 2013/14 and
2014/15, and will be providing the same amount in 2015/16.

Stronger guidance is needed for local authorities if central government
intends council tax support funding to be maintained at 2013/14 levels.

Notes
1

House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts, Council Tax Support, March 2014

2

If other people who are not part of the family for benefit purposes (called ‘non-dependants’) normally live in a
home, a set reduction is usually made from the amount of council tax support the household receives.
Examples of non-dependants are adult sons or daughters and elderly relatives.

3

Too poor to pay

House of Lords, Hansard, 14 January 2015, col WA247
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Two

Impact on claimants
In 2014/15, the total amount of council tax charged to council tax
support claimants in London was more than £260 million. Last year’s
report examined in detail how such charges were having a severe
financial impact on low-income families. For the poor Londoners still
struggling to meet these payments, this impact continues and, in the

Table 2.1
Council tax support impact, 2014/15
Local authority

Summonses
issued

Claimants in
arrears

Claimants
charged costs

Bailiffs used

Barking and Dagenham

Not held

Not available

Not held

Not held

Barnet

1,985

Not available

1,985

Not held

Bexley

5,612

1,288

0

0

Brent

4,672

5,031

3,408

0

Bromley

3,615

6,511

Not held

2,194

Camden

Not held

4,747

Not held

Not held

City of London

51

Not held

13

0

Croydon

4,083

4,049

3,737

1,422

Ealing

3,485

5,114

3,485

Not held

Enfield

Not held

9,582

Not held

Not held

Greenwich

7,864

9,755

7,864

908

Hackney

6,231

9,227

6,231

1,115

Hammersmith and Fulham

2,190

2,643

1,905

Not held

Haringey

6,686

Not available

4,855

1,350

Harrow

Not held

3,371

Not held

Not held

Havering

2,743

2,784

2,743

176

Hillingdon

3,509

4,215

3,509

489

Hounslow

2,467

Not available

2,467

Not held

Islington

5,671

Not available

0

0

Kensington and Chelsea

678

2,026

Not held

2

Kingston upon Thames

910

Not available

910

253

Lambeth

8,505

8,768

Not held

1,605

Lewisham

6,154

6,952

4,037

Not held

Merton

Refused

Not available

Refused

Refused

Newham

5,324

7,760

4,654

834

Redbridge

3,739

4,003

3,193

501

Richmond upon Thames

Not held

Not available

Not held

Not held

Southwark

7,091

11,639

7,091

0

Sutton

1,714

2,297

1,714

683

Tower Hamlets

Not held

5,308

Not held

Not held

Waltham Forrest

6,282

4,478

3,331

999

Wandsworth

943

1,201

943

161

Westminster

Not held

Not available

Not held

Not held

Total

102,204

122,749

71,325

12,692

Source: Local authority responses to Freedom of Information requests
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case of those boroughs that have increased their minimum payment, it
has worsened.

Court summonses
In our first report, we highlighted the huge number of court summonses
issued to council tax support claimants as evidence of this impact. The
past year has seen a fall in the number of court summonses issued –
from 118,000 in 2013/14 to 102,204 in 2014/15. There are a number of
possible explanations for this. Firstly, there has been an overall decrease
in the number of council tax support claimants as London’s economy
has begun to pick up and employment has increased. With fewer
claimants, there are fewer people who could potentially fall behind on
payments.
Secondly, it seems that some claimants who experienced difficulties
paying in 2013/14 have, to a certain extent, adjusted to the new regime
and are just about able to keep up with their payments. However,
although a majority of claimants are paying their charge, this should not
be taken to mean that it does not have a significant impact on their
living standards. It must always be remembered that, for the vast
majority of claimants, in order to meet the minimum payment the money
must come out of a benefit income already insufficient for the basics of
life. This is illustrated by the fact that out-of-work benefits still only
provide 39 per cent of what single, working-age people need to reach a
minimum income standard.1 It is therefore inconceivable that paying
council tax out of this income does not have a significant impact on the
claimant’s standard of living.
There is also evidence that claimants may be borrowing money in order
to meet their council tax liability. A survey of households with council
tax debt carried out by The Children’s Society showed over half had
borrowed money to pay their bill, while one in 10 had got the money
from a payday lender.2 Borrowing money on such terms simply makes it
even harder to pay council tax in the long run, as families get trapped in
a disastrous debt cycle.
Thirdly, some councils have adjusted their collection procedures to
recognise the increased vulnerability and reduced ability to pay of
council tax payers. This has included more intensive efforts to engage
council tax support claimants who have fallen behind on payments, in
order to arrange a payment plan before issuing a court summons.
The exception to the general trend of decreasing numbers of summonses
appears to be those local authorities which increased their minimum
payment in 2014/15. While almost every authority that maintained its
minimum payment at the same level has seen a decrease in the number
of summonses issued, most of those that raised their minimum payment
have seen an increase. For example, in Waltham Forest, where the
minimum payment went up by 6.5 per cent, the number of summonses
issued has increased almost five fold – from 1,304 in 2013/14 to 6,282
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in 2014/15. Likewise, in Bexley, where the minimum payment was
doubled from 5 per cent to 10 per cent, there has been an increase from
2,084 to 5,612. The exception is Bromley, which saw a small drop in the
number of summonses issued.
This suggests a link between increasing the level of the minimum
payment and claimants’ ability to pay. This is partly driven by higher
minimum payments being more of a financial burden for people on low
incomes, but also the change, in itself, causes problems for households.
An increase in the charge could disrupt tightly controlled household
budgets and mean that households fall behind on payments. This
experience should serve as a warning to those authorities considering
increasing their minimum payments in future years. Although it might
appear that decreasing support is an effective way of plugging an
authority’s funding gap, claimants’ inability to pay may mean this is not
necessarily the case.

Case study: Peter
Peter is a single adult who is unable to work because of a mental
health condition. He is in receipt of employment and support
allowance. He managed to cut down his expenditure in order to
meet the minimum payment in both 2013/14 and 2014/15, but in
2015/16 his local authority increased its minimum payment.
Peter’s liability has nearly doubled, from £70 to £137. He missed
the first two instalments of this year and was immediately issued
with a court summons and had £72 costs added to his bill. His
local authority has a hardship fund, but at no point was he
informed of its existence.

Finally, it should be emphasised that although the number of summonses
has fallen, 100,000 low-income and potentially vulnerable Londoners
have still be summonsed to court for failing to meet a charge they were
previously deemed too poor to pay. It must be remembered that the
receipt of a court summons is an intimidating experience that can have
a severe impact on the physical and mental wellbeing of someone in a
vulnerable situation. Claimants who seek our help after receiving a
summons, or who we see in court, are invariably in a state of distress
about it.

Claimants in arrears
In contrast to the decline in the number of summonses issued, the
number of claimants in arrears has doubled from 60,000 to almost
123,000. There are several possible explanations for this increase that
seemingly contradict the fall in the number of summonses issued. More
local authorities have provided information to us on this question than

14 Impact on claimants

Too poor to pay

last year, so the 2013/14 figure is likely to have been a significant
underestimate. Nevertheless, this does not account for such a large
increase. In our view, it is likely that the increase is due to arrears for
2013/14 remaining outstanding, so the 123,000 figure includes claimants
who are in arrears for both 2013/14 and 2014/15.

Claimants in temporary accommodation
In the course of its work supporting homeless families placed in
temporary accommodation out of borough, Z2K has uncovered a
particular council tax support policy problem. The issue arises when a
household from a borough which provides 100 per cent support is
placed in an authority with a minimum payment. While staying in the
latter borough, the household is liable for council tax, but frequently the
stress of such conditions, combined with the fact that they are used to
receiving 100 per cent support, means that the household fails to apply
for council tax support – or, even if it does, it does not pay its liability,
and thus runs up a debt and receives a summons. Authorities placing
families in out-of-borough temporary accommodation must ensure they
apply for council tax support in the new borough and are fully aware of
any new council tax charges they must pay.

Notes
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1

Joseph Rowntree Foundation, A Minimum Income Standard for the UK in 2014, June 2014

2

The Children’s Society, The Wolf at the Door: how council tax debt collection is harming children, 2015
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Three

Impact on local authorities
In the second year of localisation, local authorities continued to be
affected in a number of ways. The funding received for council tax
support remained insufficient to provide 100 per cent support, and so
they still had to make a choice between taxing their poorest residents or
making up the shortfall from decreasing general funds. Those authorities
who continued to have minimum payment schemes faced the
administrative burden of their schemes, as well as the cost of more
complex collection.
The exclusion of council tax support from universal credit poses a
particular problem for local authorities. As universal credit is rolled out,
local authorities will no longer have responsibility for administering
housing benefit for working-age people and will consequently lose the
central government subsidy for this cost. However, as they remain
responsible for council tax support, they will have to retain benefits staff
to administer their scheme, albeit with significantly reduced administrative
funding. Due to the reality of staffing structures and economies of scale,
this will create a further cost burden for local authorities.
The good news for local authorities is that many report that the number
of council tax support claimants is falling, thus reducing the cost of their
schemes. This is likely to be as a result of increased employment and
‘migration’ out of borough. In 2014/15, London local authorities spent
almost £598 million on council tax support, compared with £632 million
in 2013/14. Spending for 2015/16 is projected to fall further. Some of
this reduction can be attributed to the decrease in support for claimants
in four boroughs in 2014/15. However, the remainder will have come
from having fewer claimants overall.
Nevertheless, the overall budgetary constraints and continued cuts in
central government funding faced by local authorities still place them in
a difficult situation. Council tax support funding is no longer separately
identified but instead is given to local authorities as part of their revenue
support grant, leading many to assume that their council tax support
funding has been reduced by the same percentage. Central government
has stated that council tax support funding has not been cut further, but
has not provided guidance to local authorities on the proportion of the
revenue support grant intended for council tax support. Without this
guidance, spending on council tax support is likely to continue to
decrease, and action is needed from central government to clarify
funding.
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Collection rates
Based on the information provided to us, it would appear that in 2014/15
the average collection rate in authorities with a minimum payment
scheme was 85 per cent, up from 81 per cent in 2013/14. This increase
in collection rates is, of course, in line with the drop in the number of
court summonses issued and the explanation that more claimants are
able to meet their payments this year. However, just like last year, the
average collection rate masks significant variation. Sutton reported the
highest rate at 98 per cent, while Bromley had the lowest collection rate,
at 70.8 per cent. Interestingly, Bromley’s collection rate in 2013/14 was
87 per cent, which could itself indicate a link between collection rates
and the level of minimum payments: Bromley increased its minimum
payment from 8.5 per cent to 19 per cent, while at the same time its
collection rate has fallen by 16.2 percentage points.
At the end of 2014/15, the total amount of council tax outstanding from
council tax support claimants in London was £29.3 million, approximately
10 per cent of the total liability of claimants in that year. Although this
amount may seem small compared with the totality of local authority
budgets, in the context of budget cuts it remains significant.
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Four

Enforcement
The decrease in the number of court summonses has led to a
corresponding decline in all enforcement methods used by councils.
Nevertheless, liability orders were still granted against over 73,000
council tax support claimants. London boroughs enforced these orders
in a variety of different ways.

Collection procedure
Collection from council tax support claimants is governed by the same
rules as all council tax collection. If a claimant household fails to pay an
instalment of council tax, the local authority issues a reminder, asking
for payment within seven days. If payment is not forthcoming within this
period, the household loses the right to pay by instalments and
becomes liable for the full year’s council tax bill. If this is not paid within
the next seven days, the local authority has the right to serve a court
summons and ask the magistrates’ court to issue a liability order.
Once a local authority has obtained a liability order, it is entitled to
attempt to enforce payment of the debt in a number of ways. If the
claimant is in receipt of income support, employment and support
allowance or jobseeker’s allowance, the local authority can ask the
Department for Work and Pensions to deduct the arrears directly from
the claimant’s benefits or, if s/he is working, it can apply for an
attachment of earnings order. It can also engage bailiffs to attempt to
recover the debt, potentially by taking goods to the value of the amount
owed. Finally, if all other means of enforcement have been exhausted, the
local authority can ask the magistrates’ court to send a debtor to prison.

Costs
Boroughs continued to charge costs to the majority of claimants
summonsed. The amount of costs charged in 2014/15 ranged from £65
in Southwark to £125 in Harrow. This is in contrast to Wales, where the
maximum amount that can be charged is capped at £70. In 2014/15,
just over 71,000 claimants were charged £8.5 million in costs, meaning
69 per cent of those summonsed were charged – down from 78 per
cent in 2013/14.
This demonstrates that some progress has been made in this area.
Several authorities told us they are actively trying to reduce the number
of claimants who are charged and are committed to waiving costs if the
claimant agrees a repayment plan. While we welcome this move, in our
view, it still does not go far enough. We continue to believe that a policy
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of not charging court costs to council tax support claimants should be
adopted, as has already been done by Islington and Bexley. This policy
has not had a significant impact on these boroughs’ collection rates or
finances, but it has lessened the financial burden on their most
vulnerable residents.
Some authorities say they have to charge costs at a high level because
they act as a deterrent against non-payment. This is not only untrue, as
the experience of Bexley and Islington demonstrates, but we believe
that charging costs in such a manner is clearly unlawful. As Mrs Justice
Andrews made clear in her recent judgment in the case R (on the
application of the Reverend Paul Nicolson) v Tottenham Magistrates’
Court, the costs charged may only be those reasonably incurred in
obtaining a liability order.1 In light of this judgment, we would urge all
authorities to re-examine the level of costs charged to ascertain whether
they are a true reflection of the actual costs incurred in the collection
process.

Bailiffs
Disappointingly, bailiffs remain the most popular means of enforcement,
with over 12,000 cases referred to them for enforcement action,
compared with approximately 10,000 cases where deduction from
benefits was sought. This appears to be a big reduction on the nearly
17,000 referrals in 2013/14. However, it is likely that the 2014/15 figure
is actually significantly higher, as 13 boroughs failed to provide us with
information on this issue.
In our view, bailiffs remain a totally unsuitable enforcement method for
council tax support claimants. A referral to a bailiff immediately adds
£75 to the claimant’s debt, quickly followed by a further £235 on the first
visit. This simply serves to inflate an already unpayable debt. Bailiffs not
only increase the claimant’s debts, they frequently act in an aggressive
and intimidating manner, which can cause serious emotional and mental
distress. The Children’s Society’s survey of families visited by bailiffs
found that they were seen as aggressive by a third of parents, and one
in five parents even found them physically intimidating.
Four London boroughs (Bexley, Brent, Islington and Southwark) now
have a policy of not using bailiffs for council tax support claimants.
These authorities clearly recognise the negative impact of bailiffs on
potentially vulnerable people, and instead pursue other means of
enforcement. It is interesting to note that these authorities’ collection
rates are close to the London average, while Lambeth, the authority that
used bailiffs against the second most claimants in 2014/15, has a
significantly lower collection rate than the average. This suggests that it
is perfectly possible for authorities to refrain from bailiff use for council
tax support claimants without adversely affecting their collection rate.
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Case study: Bridget
Bridget is an adult with a severe mental health condition. She
previously received full council tax benefit and so was not used to
getting council tax bills. She initially received a letter stating that
she owed £34.50, but did not understand it as she had never paid
before. On receiving a court summons, which stated that she
owed £164.50 (£34.50 plus £130 costs), she rang the council to
inform it of her vulnerability. She was told that it was not possible
to negotiate and unless she paid in full her case would go to
court. Shortly after, she received a visit from bailiffs demanding a
total of £474.50. Unsure of her rights, she let them in and they
made an inventory of her possessions. Under threat of having her
goods taken, she agreed to a repayment plan of £39.91 per
month. She contacted Mind in Harrow about the situation, and it
took up the case with the council and eventually got the bailiff
fees removed. Nevertheless, the experience has worsened
Bridget’s condition and the experience with the bailiffs has left her
frightened in her own home.

Our view remains that the best outcome for both local authorities and
claimants is a negotiated sustainable repayment plan. However, in our
experience, councils too often treat all debtors as though they are
wilfully refusing to pay, failing to recognise that many simply cannot.
The experience of local authorities quickly resorting to aggressive
enforcement action as their default means of collection, even when
debtors try to engage with them, is echoed in a recent StepChange
report.2 The report shows that 65 per cent of debtors who contacted
their council to arrange repayment received a demand for the arrears to
be paid in full and were threatened with court action and bailiffs.
This tough approach simply serves to push people deeper into debt.
Forty-nine per cent of those who received a demand for payment in full
and were threatened with enforcement action fell behind on essential
bills, such as utilities and rent, in order to pay their arrears, while those
on the receiving end of this aggressive action were three times as likely
to take out a payday loan. At the same time, people who experienced a
more supportive approach from their local authority were three times
more likely to agree an affordable repayment plan.
The inherently low incomes of council tax support claimants place them
firmly in the ‘can’t pay’ camp. Local authorities should work proactively to
offer repayment plans to council tax support claimants rather than simply
demanding the whole amount owed. Such an approach is more likely to
engage the claimant in the process and result in higher collection.

Notes
1

Nicolson, R (on the application of) v Tottenham Magistrates and Another [2015] EWHC 1252 (Admin)

2

R de Santos, Council Tax Debts: how to deal with the growing arrears crisis tipping families into problem debt,
StepChange Debt Charity, March 2015
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Five

Mitigating the impact
Our report last year noted that several London boroughs had established
‘hardship funds’ to help those struggling to meet their new bills for
council tax. However, it also revealed that most of these had been
substantially underspent and, in some boroughs, only a handful of
applicants to these funds had been successful. It was clear already last
summer that local authorities needed to be much more proactive in
promoting these hardship funds to applicants who might benefit from
them, and also ease the restrictions which made it so difficult to access
the money. This was confirmed on a national scale by the Local
Government Association, which found that 76 per cent of councils with
funds spent less than half the money available, and 10 awarded nothing
at all.1
Over the past 12 months, several of those boroughs with existing
hardship funds have increased the money set aside for them, while
others have established them. There are now 11 local authorities in
London with hardship funds, with two of these (Barking and Dagenham,
and Barnet) newly established for 2015/16 – presumably in response to
concerns from councillors that some of their constituents would not be
able to meet the increased charges in these boroughs.
Lewisham operated a cash-limited discretionary hardship fund with a
budget of £100,000 in the first two years of localisation, but took the
decision to scrap the fund due to limited take-up. In the absence of a
dedicated fund, Lewisham maintains that claimants in hardship can still
be provided with additional support under section 13A of the Local
Government Finance Act.
Limited take-up of hardships funds is not limited to Lewisham. Figures
provided to us by local authorities present a mixed picture. Some
authorities showed a marked improvement, with applicants much more
likely to be successful and, as a result, more of the money was used for
the purposes intended rather than returned to the borough’s general
fund unspent. For example, Southwark reported it had approved 368
out of 523 applications, totalling £85,953 of its £200,000 budget.
Elsewhere, however, performance continues to give cause for concern.
In Bromley, only 31 applications were approved, leaving £93,000 of its
2014/15 hardship fund unspent. And in Waltham Forest, which told us
last year that none of the 14 applications received had been successful,
awards were only made to four of the 30 people who applied in 2014/15.
This suggests that these authorities are still failing to promote their
schemes to applicants. For example, information about them is rarely
included in correspondence to claimants in arrears. Instead, the
boroughs seem to rely mostly on council officers identifying potential
applicants themselves, or on signposting from local advice agencies.
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Table 5.1
London council tax hardship funds, 2014/15
Local authority

Budget

Spend

Applications

Successful
applications

Bexley

£100,000

£42,364

Not available

216

Bromley

£100,000

£7,000

Not known

31

Ealing

£150,000

£224,000

1,658

442

Enfield

£600,000

£165,000

1,000

200

Hackney

Defined budget not set

£4,440

210

143

Islington

£125,000

£4,888

61

41

Redbridge

£75,000

£58,670

Not available

253

Southwark

£200,000

£85,953

523

368

Sutton

£25,000

£12,027

311

234

Waltham Forrest

£150,000

£1,658

30

4

Source: Local authority responses to Freedom of Information requests

Indeed, this lack of promotion was reflected in the difficulty we
experienced finding information on the schemes. Several authorities
have no mention of their schemes on their websites, and many lack
easily accessible application forms.
This is especially worrying as the political leadership of London
boroughs frequently uses the creation or expansion of hardship funds to
justify increased minimum payments. For example, Waltham Forest’s
justification for raising its minimum payment to 24 per cent in 2016/17 is
that a hardship fund of £750,000 will be available to anyone in need.
Barnet and Barking and Dagenham have similarly established schemes
for the first time, after objections to their plans to significantly increase
charges. It will be very interesting to see how much of these budgets is
spent by the end of March 2016.
While we would prefer local authorities to offer 100 per cent support,
we obviously recognise that it is better for them to offer additional
support to those requiring a minimum payment than not. However, the
experience of the first two years of localised council tax support
indicates that it may be better for boroughs to either exempt particularly
vulnerable groups from the minimum payments or roll the funding into
the council tax support scheme budget and lower the minimum payment
for all claimants. Unspent hardship funds should certainly never simply
be returned to the general fund when so many claimants are being
served with court summonses and associated costs for arrears.
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Local scrutiny
After raising our concerns about Harrow’s proposed increase in
charges for disabled claimants and low-paid families last year,
backbench councillors in that authority decided to establish a
Scrutiny Challenge Panel to investigate the impact of the
localisation of council tax support in the borough and the likely
consequence of any further increase. The Panel was chaired by
an Opposition member, Councillor Barry Macleod-Cullinane, but
included councillors from the governing party as well. Z2K and
CPAG were invited to give evidence, alongside local organisations
like the Harrow Law Centre and Mind. Several claimants also
described their experiences. The Scrutiny Challenge Panel’s final
report made clear the serious financial difficulties claimants would
experience as a result of any increase and also made detailed
recommendations for the way in which the authority should treat
vulnerable claimants falling into arrears, including introducing
additional safeguards where people are facing enforcement action.
The Panel’s report played a key part in persuading the council
leader and cabinet not to authorise the proposed increases in
charges. We hope to see the Panel’s other recommendations also
implemented in the future.

Notes
1
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Six

Conclusion and
recommendations
This report has demonstrated that the government’s abolition of council
tax benefit, and the attached 10 per cent funding cut, is continuing to
cause real financial hardship for Londoners and increase pressure on
local authorities.
The majority of London boroughs have established council tax support
schemes which require their poorest residents to pay more council tax
than before. These minimum payment schemes have pushed tens of
thousands of low-income Londoners, previously deemed too poor to
pay, deeper into poverty. Unable to meet the payments, they find
themselves subject to court summonses, enforcement costs and even
intimidating bailiffs. For these people, council tax benefit localisation
arguably amounts to a new poll tax.

Independent review
Section 9 of the Local Government Finance Act 2012 requires the
Secretary of State to make provision for an independent review of all
council tax reduction schemes made under the Act. This review should
consider the schemes’ effectiveness, efficiency, fairness and transparency,
and their impact on the localism agenda. It should also make
recommendations as to whether such schemes should be brought
within universal credit. It is supposed to take place within three years of
the Act coming into effect.
Following its inquiry into the abolition of council tax benefit in early
2014, the Public Accounts Committee concluded that the Department
for Communities and Local Government:1
must set out a timetable and terms of reference for an independent review…
It must also establish and collect the information the review will need, both
to answer the questions set by legislation and to assess the extent to which
the Department has met its policy objectives for this reform.

Despite saying that it agrees with this recommendation, the government
has so far failed to provide any meaningful information about the review.
In response to a parliamentary question in March 2015, all the Minister
would say was that:2
The Department is currently working with the Council Tax Partnership Forum
and local authorities to identify appropriate and proportionate data for the
independent three-year review of the local council tax support policy. The
timetable, coverage, process for data collection and detailed terms of
reference for the review will be agreed and published in due course.
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We are extremely concerned by the government’s refusal to make
available the timetable and terms of reference for the review. Given that
the Act was granted Royal Assent on 31 October 2012, we believe
ministers should urgently make clear who will be conducting the review,
as well as its terms of reference and timetable, including the publication
date. It is also essential that ministers clarify what data has been
collected so far and what additional information is being sought, so that
those who wish to submit evidence have a reasonable period in which
to collate it.

Recommendations for central government
CPAG and Z2K argue that localised council tax support should be
replaced with a national, fully funded system of council tax benefit, as
previously existed. In the meantime, we urge the government to mitigate
the impact of this policy by:
Restoring the 100 per cent subsidy for local council tax support
schemes in 2015/16. This should be ring-fenced to be spent on
council tax support.
In lieu of the 100 per cent subsidy’s being reintroduced, we ask the
government to do the following:
Ensure funding for council tax support is not cut further, by ringfencing or, at a minimum, clearly earmarking funding that is intended
for council tax support.
Amend the Local Government Finance Act to enable local authorities
to reduce the 25 per cent single person discount to 20 per cent as
recommended by the Local Government Association.
Provide clarity on long-term funding levels for schemes until 2020.

Recommendations for local government
Although central government is ultimately responsible for this policy,
local authorities also have the opportunity to mitigate the negative
impacts on their residents. We urge London boroughs to:
Reinstate 100 per cent support for their poorest residents, following
the lead of six London authorities (City of London, Hammersmith and
Fulham, Kensington and Chelsea, Merton, Tower Hamlets and
Westminster).
However, we recognise the intense pressure on councils’ budgets, and
this report demonstrates that there are a number of other ways in which
their schemes could be improved and the worst impacts mitigated. They
include the following:
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Reduce the minimum payment to a more affordable level or, at the
least, not increase or introduce a minimum payment.
Introduce or broaden exemptions to include those in receipt of
disability living allowance, personal independence payment, income
support and employment and support allowance, as well as claimants
affected by aspects of welfare reform, such as the ‘bedroom tax’ and
the overall benefit cap.
Those local authorities that have not created a hardship fund for
claimants struggling to pay should consider doing so. These funds
should be proactively advertised to claimants and eligibility should
be clearly stated.
Local authorities that maintain minimum payment schemes should take
into account the potential vulnerability of council tax support claimants
and adopt a sensitive approach to collection.
Introduce a vetting stage prior to issuing a court summons where
being in receipt of council tax support would be considered cause
for further engagement with the claimant.
Waive court costs for council tax support cases.
Refrain from using bailiffs for collection in council tax support cases.
Work with local authorities that have achieved significant reductions
in numbers of court summonses and use of bailiffs, in order to share
best practice.
Local authorities need to continue to monitor and evaluate the impact of
their schemes, and we are particularly concerned that a number of
boroughs no longer collect information on the impact of charges on
council tax support recipients.
Local authorities should continue to, or start to, gather information
on the impact of charges on people receiving council tax support.
This information should inform annual scrutiny reviews of council tax
support schemes by local councillors, which should also include
feedback from residents and organisations working with vulnerable
residents.

Notes
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