
 

May 2013 
 

PLYMOUTH CITY COUNCIL 
  
Subject:    Business Rates – Discretionary Rates Relief 
 
Committee:    Cabinet  

Date:    6 August 2013 

Cabinet Member: Councillors Penberthy and Lowry 

CMT Member:   Adam Broome (Director for Corporate Services) 

Author: Martine Collins (Strategic Manager Revenues and Benefits) 

Contact:    Tel:  01752 304118 
    email: martine.collins@plymouth.gov.uk  

Ref:     

Key Decision: Yes  
 
Part: I  
   
 
Purpose of the report:  
To review the Council’s current approach to granting discretionary business rate relief in order to 
identify resources to promote growth in the local economy. New government legislation enables us 
to support a wider range of organisations in terms of rates relief, however, changes in the way that 
central government funding is allocated means that local authorities have to contribute a greater 
proportion of their revenue budget when approving such relief. 
  
This report recommends an interim review for 2013/14 to ensure that the relief given provides the 
greatest benefit to the businesses and residents of Plymouth. 
 
This Report has been considered by the Co-operative Scrutiny Board on 24 July 2013 and they 
recommended a minor alteration to 4.1. 
         
The Brilliant Co-operative Council Corporate Plan 2013/14 - 2016/17:   
Supporting organisations to thrive and deliver benefit to the local economy under-pins the corporate 
priority of growth. The wider business rate, council tax benefit and housing benefits service 
significantly contributes to the Inequalities Agenda ensuring that the most vulnerable residents of 
Plymouth receive the appropriate benefit entitlement.   
          
Implications for Medium Term Financial Plan and Resource Implications:     
Including finance, human, IT and land 
Changes to funding regulations, which came into effect on 1 April 2013, mean that local councils now 
take on far greater responsibility for the generation and collection of local business rates. Such 
income is now directly part of the Council’s core revenue funding. Any policy changes regarding 
business rate relief needs to be considered alongside Plymouth being part of a wider Devon-wide 
business rate pool and hence the income collection rate impact on other authorities.   
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Other Implications: e.g. Child Poverty, Community Safety, Health and Safety, Risk 
Management: 
Supporting voluntary and non-profit making organisations to help deliver city and council priorities is 
crucial. As is the need to encourage and support local business start-up and expansion in helping 
grow the local economy. 
 
  
Recommendations & Reasons for recommended action: 
 

1. Create a ‘ring-fenced’ funding pot to provide time limited rate relief to a wider range of 
businesses that can demonstrate that they provide significant economic benefit to Plymouth 
(utilising new government legislation that came into effect in April 2013); 
 

2. Review the appropriateness of discretionary business rate relief provided to individual 
charities and non-profit-making organisations for 2013/14, ascertaining the contribution that 
each organisation makes to the city and its residents; 
 

3. Adopt the principle that all organisations should contribute something towards the cost of 
their business rates in line with the newly adopted Council Tax Support scheme that requires 
all residents to contribute at least 25% towards their Council Tax bill (regardless of 
circumstances) 
 

4. As a general principle, cap the total value of discretionary rates relief given to any single 
organisation to 75% of the relief provided by the council in 2012/13; 
 

5. Remove existing ‘hardship’ relief provided unless supported by a clear business case 
evidencing how an organisation supports the local economy;  
 

6. Conduct a wider review for Cabinet consideration, providing a clear strategy for joining up all 
financial support and assistance provided by the council to all non-profit making and profit 
making organisations. 

 
Alternative options considered and rejected: 
As this is a discretionary area of policy, we can ‘do nothing’. However, there would be insufficient 
funding to support any new claims for business rate relief in the city. Under new government 
legislation, there could be a number of businesses that will require the support of the council in order 
to generate additional, or protect, jobs in the city. 
 
Published work / information: 
None  
 

Background papers:  
None 
 
Sign off:   
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1 Introduction 

 
1.1 Under Section 47 of the Local Government Finance Act 1988, local authorities have 

discretionary powers to grant Business Rates Relief on properties occupied by charities and 
other non-profit making organisations.  

 
1.2 Registered charities are entitled to mandatory relief from rates on any non-domestic property 

that is wholly or mainly used for charitable purposes. Registered Community Amateur Sports 
Clubs (CASC) are also entitled to mandatory relief from rates on any non-domestic property 
that is wholly or mainly used for the purposes of that club. Mandatory relief provides 80% of 
the total business rates costs. The Council can use discretionary powers to award further 
rates relief up to the full 100% on the remaining bill i.e. 20 per cent discretionary top up.  

 
1.3  There are approximately 500 registered charities and CASCs across Plymouth that claim 

mandatory rate relief, with an annual financial value of circa £8.5m. With effect from 1 April 
2013, local authorities are responsible for funding 50% of mandatory relief, (previously 100% 
funded by central government), which is built within our overall base budget for 2013/14. Out 
of the 500 organisations, Plymouth City Council provides the additional 20% discretionary 
top up relief to only 9.   

 
1.4 As well as the current Discretionary Rate Relief, (DRR), Scheme, the Council also has a 

discretionary power to grant up to 100% relief to ratepayers who are experiencing hardship. 
The ratepayer must satisfy the Council that they are suffering hardship on a temporary basis 
and that any closure of their business will have a substantial impact, either social or economic, 
on its employees or residents living in the community.  

 

1.5 Although the Council applies a clear criteria and scoring matrix to substantiate the level of 
discretionary relief provided, there are a number of legacy organisations that have not been 
robustly challenged against this criteria for a number of years. 

 
1.6 The cost of granting discretionary relief has always been shared between Government and 

the Council based on the type of relief granted. Figure 1 is the funding split prior to 1 April 
2013:  
Figure 1 Funding apportionment of rates relief up until 31 March 2013 

Type Type of relief Amount of 
relief 

Funded by 

Government 

Funded by 

Plymouth 

Charities and  

Community Amateur 
Sports Club (CASC) 

Mandatory  

Discretionary 

80% 

Up to 20% 

100% 

25% 

0% 

75% 

Other Non-profit 
making organisations 

Discretionary  Up to 100%  75% 25% 

Hardship Discretionary Up to 100% 75% 25% 
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2 Rationale for Change 
 
2.1 With the introduction of the Localism Act 2011 and Business Rates Retention Scheme 2013,  

there is a need to review the current policy in relation to Discretionary Rates Relief, (DRR), 
and Hardship due to the change in apportionment of what the government funds and the 
flexibility to support more organisations. The Council is now liable to fund 50% of DRR 
whereas previously this was only 25% 

 
2.2  DRR is the most widely applied award and the changes to funding would raise the Council’s 

costs from £224k in in 2012/13 to £508k in 2013/14 based on previous years’ awards and 
existing applications if we were not to change existing practice.  

 
2.3  The changing and evolving priorities of the Council, along with continued pressure on budgets 

and the current economic climate, means that a fundamental review of the current policy is 
required moving into 2014/15 and beyond. 

 
2.4 Organisations are required, by legislation, to be given 12 months’ notice of any change to 

existing rate relief arrangements provided by the Council. As per standard practice, all 
organisations receiving rate relief were notified of a pending review by PCC in January 2013. 
In March 2013, all organisations received their full Business Rate invoice for 2013/14 with a 
further notification that the Council are reviewing current relief arrangements in line with 
changes in government funding arrangements.  

 
2.5  As part of the consultation process in setting the 2013/14 revenue budget, voluntary and third 

sector organisations were informed of pending changes to the way in which PCC are to 
allocate discretionary rate relief  at a well-populated meeting in the Council Chamber in 
January 2013. Revenues and Benefits staff have subsequently held many discussions with 
individual organisations explaining the process and proactively agreeing acceptable payment 
plans.  

 
2.6   Our National Non Domestic Rate return that has been submitted to government for 2013/14 

reflects the level of rate relief provided by the Council as at February 2013. As such, there is 
no immediate need to enact changes to the current policy on financial grounds.  However, 
with the Council’s priority to support growth in the local economy, additional funding 
will be needed to support a wider range of businesses that provide significant economic 
benefit to the City protecting, and creating, jobs in the local area. 

 
2.7  Any changes made by the Council will need to give due regard to the Devon-wide Business 

Rate Retention pool, as material inconsistencies in discretionary relief given by an individual 
authority will have a direct impact on the total revenue collectable and apportioned across 
the whole pool.  
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2.8  Government regulations and confirmation of funding contributions were only notified to local 
authorities in March 2013.  Significant changes continue to filter out, for example in April 2013 
we were notified that the Council’s future contribution for mandatory rate relief has 
increased from 0% to 50%.  Figure 2 summaries the respective funding contribution levels of 
the Council and government for 2013/14 (to be compared with figure 1): 

 
Figure 2 Funding apportionment of rates relief for 2013/14 financial year 
 

Type Type of relief Amount of 
relief 

Funded by 

Government 

Funded by 

PCC 

Charities and 
Community 
Amateur Sports 
Clubs (CASC) 

Mandatory  

Discretionary Top-
Up 

80% 

20% 
(recommending 
capping at 10%) 

50% 

50% 

50% 

50% 

Non-profit making 
organisations 

Discretionary Rate 
Relief 

Up to 100% 
(recommended 
capping at 75%) 

 

50% 50% 

Hardship Discretionary Up to 100% 
(recommended 
capping at 75%) 

50% 50% 

 
 
2.9   All changes point to the need for the Council to be more stringent around the level of 

business rate relief provided and the benefit that individual organisations receiving relief can 
contribute to the City’s priorities. 

 
2.10  In April 2013, the Council adopted a new local Council Tax Support scheme, having to 

passport a reduction in benefit funding directly to the Council Tax payers of Plymouth. This 
change resulted in approximately 16,000 households having to pay more Council Tax than 
under the previous national framework. All Plymouth residents now have to pay a minimum 
contribution of 25% towards their Council Tax regardless of circumstances. There is a logical 
argument to support that all businesses should do the same as, ultimately, any business rate 
relief provided by the Council has to be funded through the local Council Tax payer. 

 
2.11  Benchmarking with other Local Authorities has determined that many are reviewing their 

policies this year with much confusion around the regulations and funding. Initial analysis 
demonstrates that the current Plymouth arrangements are more favourable than most, with 
some not providing any discretionary relief at all (Appendix A) 

 
 
3 The Proposed Approach for 2013/14 and beyond  

 
3.1 Section 69 of the Localism Act 2011 enables local authorities to grant local rate relief, or 

discount, to a much wider range of organisations.    
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3.2 However, the cost of providing local discounts to commercial businesses will fall entirely on 
to the Council who would be required to bear 100% cost of any reduction in rates given. 
This new discretionary power to offer business rate discounts to any ratepayer is effective 
from 1st April 2013.  

 
3.3 There is currently no policy or provision available by the Council for delivering a local 

relief/discount and consideration of introducing this would need to include: 
 

• supporting the Council priorities; 
• identification of funding; 
• application and award process and  
• consideration of the wider Devon Business Rates Pool for which Plymouth is the lead 

authority. 
 
3.4 As Business Rates now forms part of the Council’s core funding, any award of business rates, 

whether this be DRR or a local relief/ discount, will reduce overall revenue income for the 
Council.  Each policy must therefore consider its impact on the Rates Retention Scheme, 
Plymouth’s growth agenda and the Devon Business Rates Pool.  

 
3.5  Supporting local businesses to remain, and grow, in the City is at the heart of the Council’s 

priorities. As such: 
It is recommended that we create a ‘ring-fenced’ funding pot to provide rate relief to a wider range of 
businesses that can demonstrate that they provide significant economic benefit to Plymouth.  

 
3.6 The current DRR policy for non- profit organisations and charities has been in place for a 

number of years.  To ensure that it remains fit for purpose, and aligns to Council priorities: 
  It is recommended that we review the appropriateness of discretionary business rate relief provided to 

individual charities and non-profit-making organisations for 2013/14, ascertaining the contribution 
that each organisation makes to the city and its residents.  

  
3.7  To promote consistency with the requirement for every Plymouth resident having to 

contribute at least 25% towards the cost of their Council Tax: 
It is recommended that all organisations should contribute something towards the cost of their 
business rates in line with the newly adopted Council Tax Support scheme.  

 
3.8  To create funding to support a wider range of organisations that provide the maximise benefit 

to the City: 
  It is recommended that, as a general principle, the total value of discretionary rates relief given to any 

single organisation is capped at 75% of the relief provided by the council in 2012/13; 
 
It is recommended that existing ‘hardship’ relief is removed unless supported by a clear business case 
evidencing how an organisation supports the local economy 

 
3.9 Through enacting the recommendations in this report, funding of approximately £250k will be 

ear-marked for providing rate relief support to more organisations across the city  that 
provide a greater contribution to the local economy. 
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3.10  One year’s notice is required at the start of a financial year to change/remove discretionary 
rates relief for existing awards.  Any award given in the 2013/14 financial year will not be able 
to be removed or changed until April 2015/16.  However this will not affect new applications 
received from 2014/15 that will be subject to the new/revised policy introduced from this 
date. 

 
3.11  Moving forward, the DRR policy will need to align itself to the work being undertaken 

through the Community and Voluntary Sector Policy ensuring that Plymouth achieves added 
value for any rates relief given to charities and voluntary organisations. 

 
3.12 Future policies for both DRR and Local discount/relief will need to deliver a corporate 

approach to provide consistency of decision making, and take into account other grants and 
funding support given.  It is intended to adopt a more thorough, integrated relief scheme in 
2014/15 with the relevant 12 month notice period provided to all organisations that are 
affected. The potential introduction of SLA’s will ensure Plymouth residents gain real value in 
exchange for any relief granted. 

 
3.13 The Council has put together a Business Rates Growth Steering Group, which consists of 

Finance, Economic Development and Revenues and Benefits Managers. The objectives of the 
group include: 

• Fully review the current Discretionary Rates Relief Policy and develop a policy for Local 
relief/discount that meets the future needs of the Council 

• Consider the implications of specific policies and how they can encourage economic 
development 

• Consider other appropriate funding streams to offer the correct incentive by taking a 
corporate view 

• Make recommendations for change taking into account that Business Rates are part of the 
Council core funding and therefore raise Council funds for the delivery of services.  

 
  
4. Recommendations and Reasons for recommended action: 
  
4.1 Create a ‘ring-fenced’ funding pot to provide time limited rate relief to a wider range of 

businesses that can demonstrate that they provide significant economic benefit to Plymouth 
(utilising new government legislation that came into effect in April 2013); 

  
4.2 Review the appropriateness of discretionary business rate relief provided to individual 

charities and non-profit-making organisations for 2013/14, ascertaining the contribution  that 
each organisation makes to the city and its residents; 

  
4.3 Adopt the principle that all organisations should contribute something towards the cost of 
 their business rates in line with the newly adopted Council Tax Support scheme that 
 requires all residents to contribute at least 25% towards their Council Tax bill (regardless 
 of circumstances); 
  
4.4 As a general principle, cap the total value of discretionary rates relief given to any single 
 organisation to 75% of the relief provided by the council in 2012/13; 
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4.5 Remove existing ‘hardship’ relief provided unless supported by a clear business case 
 evidencing how an organisation supports the local economy;  
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Appendix A - Benchmarking 
Plymouth has begun benchmarking to determine what other authorities are doing in response to the 
localism agenda.  A sample of these responses are attached: 

 

Plymouth City Council 

Initial review undertaken to tighten scheme and level of award for 2013/14.  A full review is to be 
undertaken during 2013/14 and a Business Rates Growth Steering Group set up to consider: 

• Current policy and whether it meets the needs of the Council 

• Implications of policy and how it can support the wider growth agenda 

• Recommendations for change giving consideration to the wider Devon Business Rates 
Pool 

 

Exeter: 

No hardship policy is in place.  Unless the company is unique to the City, no award is given. 

No DRR policy is in place.  All requests are submitted as a supporting documentation package, 
explaining the organisations aims and objectives the background how long they have been trading 
along with accounts. This information is then passed to their director of finance who looks at the 
application form with a councillor to make a decision, usually the application is refused. There is no 
appeal process and no scoring mechanism. The decision is based on the paper work they submit. 
 
Torbay: 
No change to the current policy. However, submitted a report to members to tighten up the 
amounts issued.  Policy includes: 
 
Provision of financial records   / memorandum and letter of application 
 
Top up for registered charities and CASCs only – for maximum of 2 years 
 
Non-profit Company – Over £500.00 relief awarded - review every 2 yrs. 
    Under £500.00 relief awarded – review every year 
 
 
East Devon District Council: 
Have recently reviewed their policy, under Localism, which includes the following: 

• Anticipates that relief will only be granted in exceptional circumstances; 
• Will ensure that all ratepayers making application for this discretionary rate relief are 

treated in a fair, consistent and equal manner. 
• That relief is for a temporary period 

Considers:  
• the significance of potential loss of employment in the area  
• The measurable impact on other businesses & the local community 
• Opportunities for new business growth, expansion and employment within the area 
• Uniqueness of service/commodity being provided within the community/district 

 
Delegated authority is given to the Head of Finance in consultation with the Portfolio Holders for 
Finance and Economy (if available) for deciding applications for rate relief. 



 

May 2013 
 

Teignbridge:  

Policy has been updated. If the criteria is met they may award up to 100%. Also applies to Top-up. 
The criteria and policy are reviewed every 5 years. 
 

Cornwall City Council  

No hardship policy 

DRR was going to be revoked on 1 April 13, in order to review their policy, however as they are still 
unsure of the cost to council, a decision has been made not to remove the relief this year, and to 
look into the policy in more detail.  They currently have 2000 cases outstanding. 

Award levels: 

Up to 15% for charities  

Up to 80% for youth organisations 

 

Bristol City Council  

Has suspended awarding DRR for 2013/14 whilst they undertake a review of their current policy. 

 

Southampton City Council  

No hardship policy, they do not grant hardship as no business is unique to the City. 

A DRR policy is in place but now under review.  A submission was made to review their current 
policy but due to the lack of clarity around the funding this has been put off until 2014/15.  

Award levels: 

• 75% relief where a club is run on a voluntary basis  

• 50% where the club is run using paid staff 

• No top up relief is awarded 

 

Liverpool  

The most they would give is 20 per cent rates relief top up to existing charities.  

Enfield  

Have a policy in place but the relief is not very often awarded as have strict criteria. 

Doncaster  

No final decision as to whether a policy will be put in place. However, pre-empting this they have 
sent an application form out to customers.  

Barking  

They have a policy which is very old (2004) and it is not given freely – organisations have to meet 
strict criteria. 

Wiltshire  

Currently reviewing their policy. 
 
 


