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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Council tax is an important part of the financing of local government and other  local 

services. The money raised by council tax is used to make up the difference between 

funding supplied by central government and the money required by Plymouth City 

Council to supply all the services needed by the residents of Plymouth. It also 

contributes towards the cost of services provided by the Police  and Devon and 

Somerset Fire and Rescue Services. It was brought into effect on 1 April 1993 and 

replaced the community charge system. 

 

1.2 The council tax pays for a large range of council services which include (for this year) 

 - 

 an average of 51,378 free school meals served a month 

 prevented more than 500 families from becoming homeless 

 collected 111,820 tonnes of waste (446kg for each resident) 

 looked after 5,061 children in the council’s children’s centres 

 looked after 950 hectares of parks, open spaces and woodland 

 helped over 11,000 older and vulnerable adults 

 used 1,300 tonnes of grit on roads during the winter period 

 

1.3 Council tax was calculated on eight valuation bands which were based on the estimated 

value of residential properties as of 1 April 1991. Depending on an individual’s income 

and circumstances they may be entitled to help with council tax in the form of council 

tax benefit, which if awarded reduced the council tax bill. 

 

1.4 The introduction of changes to the welfare system by central government in April 2013 

(Local Government Finance Act 2012), had resulted in local authorities reducing the 

amount of benefits issued to residents. Plymouth City Council approved a scheme which 

resulted in every-one of working age being required to pay at least 25 percent of their 

council tax bill. The introduction of the scheme had led to many vulnerable people 

having to pay council tax for the first time. 

 

1.5 Council tax was a priority debt and as such should be paid before any non-priority debts 

such as credit debts, hire purchase agreements, unsecured bank loans, etc. 

 

1.6 The most recent evidence published reported that 8.8 million people in the UK had ‘problem 

debt’ and out of this figure 2 million people were in receipt of benefits, whilst the remainder 

were in work, students or pensioners. 

 

1.7 At a meeting of the Cooperative Scrutiny Board on 7 August 2013, the Cabinet Member 

for Finance raised concerns relating to evidence based information showing that 

residents were going into debt in order to pay council tax and costs incurred relating to 

debt recovery action. 

 

1.8 This report summarises the findings of the cooperative review group and makes a 

number of recommendations to help improve the process.  
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2 SCRUTINY APPROACH 

 

2.1 The Co-operative Scrutiny Management Board approved the establishment of the co-

operative review to look at Council Tax (Attachment of Earnings) at its meeting on 7 

August 2013. 

 

2.2 Co-operative Review Aims and Objectives 

 

2.2.1 The aims of the Council Tax (Attachment of Earnings) review were to – 

 

 identify the impact on residents and the Council; 

 analyse the reasons why people are going into debt (was this due to poor 

financial management); 

 identify the support that the Council provides and also voluntary sector; 

 have a better understanding of the process. 

 

2.2.2 The objectives of the co-operative review were to clarify the financial impact on both 

working residents and residents receiving benefits of not paying council tax, the debt 

recovery process and whether any improvements could be implemented.  

 

2.3 Co-operative Review Membership 

 

2.3.1 The co-operative review group had cross-party membership comprising the following – 

 

 Councillor James (Chair) 

 Councillor Mrs Aspinall  

 Councillor Bowyer 

 Councillor Casey 

 Councillor Tuffin 

 

2.3.2 For the purposes of the review, the co-operative review group was supported by - 

 

 Giles Perritt, Head of Policy, Performance and Partnerships (Lead Officer) 

 Helen Wright, Democratic Support Officer 

 

2.4 Co-operative Review Methodology  

 

2.4.1 The co-operative review group convened for one session, on 15 November 2013 to 

review the documentation submitted as evidence and to hear from a number of 

witnesses. 

 

2.4.2 Witnesses - 

 

 Councillor Lowry (Cabinet Member for Finance) 

 Jo Ryder (Council Tax Service Manager) 

 Paul Dean (Court Officer) 

 Steve Meakin (Advice Plymouth) 

 Sarah McNiece (Advice Plymouth) 
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3 FINDINGS 

 

3.1 As a result of the changes to the welfare system which had been implemented in  April 

 2013, a total of 19,280 households in Plymouth had seen a reduction in council tax 

 support of £4 per week. 

 

3.2 In April 2013, 13,395 customers had not paid the first month’s scheduled instalment 

compared to 6,184 in April 2012, which represented a 116 percent increase.  This figure 

included 5,943 customers who were eligible to pay council tax for the first time. During 

the first quarter of 2013/14 customers wishing to discuss council tax arrears on a ‘face 

to face’ basis increased by 49.54 percent. 

 

3.3 Currently19,280 residents were eligible to pay council tax for the first time. For this 

 group of residents (between April and September 2013), the following had been issued - 

 

 14,408 reminders  

 6,224 summonses 

 3,798 liability orders 

 2,308 attachments to benefits 

 54 attachments to earnings 

3.4 Debt Recovery Process 

 

3.4.1 The debt recovery process for non-payment of council tax, was set out below – 

 

 the first reminder would be sent out when the payment was overdue by 14 days; 

 a summons was issued 21 days later; 

 a court hearing would take place 21 days later at which a Liability Order was 

obtained; 

 once a Liability Order was obtained an attachment to earnings or benefits could 

be set up (unless there was already an excessive amount being deducted) 

 bailiff action was taken as a last resort; 

 

3.4.2 It was important to note that any stage of this, process customers were urged to 

 contact the council at the earliest opportunity to avoid potential debt recovery action.  

 The focus of the reminder notice sent to customers, prior to the court summons, had 

 been changed to encourage payment and reflect the need to contact the council. 

 

3.4.3 If a customer was experiencing difficulty in paying council tax or had fallen into arrears, 

 there were a number of options that were considered, such as – 

 

 lower payment instalments;  

 12 monthly instalments; 

 weekly and fortnightly instalments 

 payment plan 

 Liability Order 

 

3.4.4 An option to provide a lower payment arrangement had been introduced which enabled 

 customers, who were in receipt of benefits and unable to meet their instalments, to 

 begin to adapt to paying council tax for the first time and also ensure that they got into 

 the habit of paying.  
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 These cases were closely monitored and could be re-negotiated in order to 

 provide time to manage incomes and negotiate payments with other debtors such as 

 credit cards, loans, etc. 

 

3.4.5 In addition to the introduction of 12 monthly instalments, customers were also given 

 the opportunity to pay either on a weekly or fortnightly basis. 

 

3.4.6 It was noted that bailiff action would only be considered as a last resort, in order to avoid 

additional costs being incurred (the average cost of bailiff action was £300). However, it was 

important that recovery action was taken for non-payment to avoid the burden falling on the 

remaining council tax payers. The number of bailiff instructions made in Plymouth in 2012 was 

7,894 (this figure included actions for car parking enforcement) which equated to a bailiff 

visiting one in 14 households within the city. 

 

3.4.7 The council was also able to apply to a Magistrates’ Court for a Liability Order against 

the customer. If the court granted the Liability Order, the council had a number of 

options to recover the debt. One option considered was a council tax attachment of 

earnings order.  The cost of the Liability Order was currently £83 (which included the 

cost of the Order together with the council’s associated costs). It was reported that the 

Magistrates’ Court charged £3 per Liability Order issued.  The group raised concerns as 

to whether the council’s associated costs of £80, were actually proportionate and 

reasonable and whether the most vulnerable customers should have to pay for the 

overheads of the overall recovery process, including the cost of late payers who paid 

before court action. 

 

3.4.8 Where a customer was in receipt of benefits, or employed and their employment details 

 were held, an attachment order was made following the court hearing.  The amounts 

 that were deducted were set by legislation and were unable to be altered by the council 

 (as referred to below) – 

 

Net Weekly Earnings Deduction Rate % 

Up to £75.00 0 

Exceeding £75.00 but not £135 3 

Exceeding £135 but not £185 5 

Exceeding £185 but not £225 7 

Exceeding £225 but not £355 12 

Exceeding £335 but not £505 17 

Over £505 17 % for the first £505 and then 

50% for the remainder 

Customers in receipt of benefits £3.60 deducted per week 

 

3.4.9 A request was sent to either the Department of Work and Pensions or the employer 

 advising of the deduction amount. Confirmation of the deduction was sent to the 

 customer. If the customer’s source of income was unknown, a notice was sent informing 

 the customer that a Liability Order had been obtained and requesting details of their 

 income. On receipt of this information a decision was made on the most appropriate 

 way to recover the debt. 
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3.5 Impact of Council Tax Arrears on Both Residents and the Council’s Budget 

 

3.5.1 There was a close association between mental health issues and debt. One in two 

 British adults with a problem debt also had a mental health problem. Such mental health 

 problems affected the way in which people thought, felt or behaved and could have a 

 negative impact on their lives and their family and friends. One in six adults had a mental 

 health problem such as depression, anxiety, panic disorder, etc. (It was important to 

 note that Advice Plymouth employed one mental health advocate on a part time basis). 

 

3.5.2 In the majority of cases those customers in arrears were unaware of the severe 

implications of not paying their council tax bills. With the threat of bailiff action or 

imprisonment this directly impacted on any children in the household and could have 

the effect of pushing them in to poverty.  Customers faced with extreme hardship were 

forced to make difficult financial decisions such as taking out loans from door to door 

lenders or pay day loans which attracted extremely high interest rates. 

 

3.5.3 Whilst there was no clear evidence that the requirement to pay council tax was 

 increasing the number of people in debt there is nonetheless an impact on those who 

 already have problem debts. 

 

3.5.4 However, council tax was a significant source of the council’s core funding which 

equated to over 40 percent of its total resources available to provide services to the 

public. In setting the council’s budget an allowance was included for the non-collection 

of council tax (currently 2.5 percent). However, if less council tax was collected than 

budgeted for, this could result in difficult decisions being made to address the deficit, 

such as cuts to services or an increase in the level of council tax charged. 

 

3.6 Support Provided to Customers 

 

3.6.1 In recognition of the impact of the Welfare Reforms the council had adapted its 

recovery strategy to a more proactive and supportive approach.  A more proactive 

approach had been adopted in contacting customers to discuss non payment with 

specific focus on payment options and frequency, payment plans, financial management 

and also signposting customers to other organisations who could help. Customers’ 

circumstances were reviewed to ensure that the appropriate discounts and benefits 

were in place. 

 

3.6.2 Advice Plymouth was a formal consortium of not for profit advice agencies, commissioned by 

the council to deliver a co-ordinated advice and information service for the people of 

Plymouth. The consortium included the following organisations – 

 

 Plymouth Citizen’s Advice Bureau 
 Age UK Plymouth 
 Routeways Ltd 
 Plymouth Guild 

3.6.3 Advice Plymouth provided advice and information on the following areas – 

 

 benefits 

 consumer 

 employment 
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 housing 

 legal 

 money and utilities 

 relationships 

 tax and tax credits 

 water debt gateway 

3.6.4 Customers approaching Advice Plymouth for support relating specifically to council tax 

arrears were made aware of their responsibility to pay this debt and the implications of 

not doing so. Customers were advised of all the facts in order to be able to make 

informed lifestyle changes.  Support was provided by investing key issues, such as – 

 

 maximising income streams (increasing hours of work); 

 looking for a job 

 reviewing entitlement to benefits; 

 contributions by independents living at home; 

 budgeting skills (reduce energy costs, food expenditure, etc) 

 

3.6.5 Advice Plymouth found that in many instances customers in arrears did not engage at an 

early stage and as such these cases were particularly challenging to resolve. Early 

intervention with customers was crucial, although this had been difficult to achieve.  It 

was considered that customers’ perceptions needed to be changed relating to the 

service provided by the council (customers were fearful of contacting the council as 

they thought they would receive a negative response). 

 

3.6.6 It was important to be able to assess customers’ needs when the initial approach was 

made to Advice Plymouth.  This enabled the right level of support to be provided to 

customers, thus better utilising the limited resources available. 

 

3.6.7 Staff dealing with the collection of council tax were trained to take a holistic view of the 

customers’ situation. Staff were able to signpost customers to various support groups 

including Advice Plymouth and provide information on the council’s hardship funds. 

 

3.6.8 The council had several discretionary ‘pots’ of money which offered financial support to 

eligible residents, such as the – 

  

 Emergency and Welfare fund (used in the case of a crisis or resettlement) 

 Discretionary Housing Payment fund (providing support for those who are 

unable to afford rent or removals costs) 

 Council Tax Exceptional Hardship fund (provided for those struggling to pay 

council tax); 

 Homeless Prevention Fund 

 

3.6.9 As take up of the Council Tax Exceptional Hardship fund was currently low, council staff 

were actively encouraging residents who faced extreme hardship to apply for this fund. 

A trial was currently taking place as to the best way to contact customers, ie either by 

telephone or completing a form. 
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3.6.10 The council had produced a ‘Money Advice’ booklet to help residents better understand 

the changes following Welfare Reforms and also worked closely with the local Credit 

Union (City of Plymouth Credit Union) to encourage residents to save and to access 

affordable borrowing. 

 

3.7 Consultation on Proposed Changes to Council Tax Support Scheme 

 

3.7.1 Councillor Lowry (Cabinet Member for Finance) informed the group that following 

Government changes to the welfare system the council approved a local Council Tax 

Support Scheme in April 2013, which resulted in everyone of working age being 

required to pay at least 25 percent of their council tax bill.  It was proposed to reduce 

this to 20 percent from April 2014.  There was a further proposal to reduce the cost of 

a Liability Order from £83 to £60 also from April 2014. 

 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

 

4.1  In view of the evidence provided, the group was in full support of the proposal to 

reduce the minimum contribution that working age people should pay toward their 

council tax bill from the current 25 percent to 20 percent and also the reduction in the 

cost of a Liability Order from £83 to £60. 

 

4.2 Lower instalment payments had been introduced in order to assist customers to pay 

their council tax bills. The group felt that a further option should be considered 

whereby a ‘tapered’ repayment schedule was introduced for those in council tax arrears 

(the initial repayments would be lower and would gradually increase). 

 

4.3 Whilst staff employed by the council had the option for their council tax to be deducted 

from their salaries, this facility was not currently available from other employers based 

in the city. The group thought that this was good practice and as such should be further 

investigated to ascertain whether this option could be offered by other employers. 

 

4.4 The group considered that in order to promote better financial management, tenants 

should be made aware of any council tax liabilities as part of the letting process. Tenants 

would be able to make informed financial decisions prior to renting a property. 

 

4.5 The group heard from Councillor Lowry (Cabinet Member for Finance), that there had 

been a low take up of the Council Tax Exceptional Hardship fund and suggested that 

monies from this fund could be made available to encourage customers to open a 

bank/savings account with a Credit Union which would help them to better manage 

their finances and assist them to pay their bills.  The group considered that this matter 

should be further investigated. 

 

4.6 There were a number of reasons why customers in arrears were not engaging with the 

council, at an early stage.  Some customers found the wording and the complexity of the 

correspondence extremely confusing.  The group thought that a review should be 

undertaken to specifically focus on the language used in the correspondence sent to 

those in council tax arrears. 
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4.7 Information provided on the council’s website relating specifically to council tax arrears 

was not easily accessible.  The group considered that the website’s home page should 

contain an icon which directed customers to information and advice relating to arrears. 

  

4.8 Currently customers contacting the council to discuss council tax arrears did so by 

using the council’s main switchboard number.  These conversations could be lengthy 

due to the complexities of the customers’ circumstances. The group considered that 

these customers were already facing extreme hardship and by paying for these 

telephone calls would have a further detrimental effect on their circumstances. It was 

considered that the feasibility of providing a ‘freephone’ number for council tax arrears 

enquiries should be investigated. 

 

5  RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1 The co-operative review group recommend that – 

 

1  the Co-operative Scrutiny Board supports the proposal that Plymouth 

City Council should reduce the minimum contribution that working age 

people should pay towards their council tax bill from the current 25 

percent to 20 percent; 

   

2  the Co-operative Scrutiny Board supports the proposal that Plymouth 

City Council should reduce the fee charged when the Council makes an 

application for a Council Tax Attachment of Earnings order from £83 to 

£60; 

   

3  the Assistant Director for Finance, Efficiencies, Technology and  Assets 

should consider the benefits of introducing a ‘tapered’ repayment 

schedule for those in council tax arrears, where initial repayments are 

lower and gradually increase, and report back to the Board with his 

findings and recommendations within three months; 

   

4  the Assistant Director for Finance, Efficiencies, Technology and Assets 

should take steps to ensure that the largest possible number of 

employers in the city provide the facility for the deduction and payment 

at source of council tax from employees’ remuneration; 

   

5  the Assistant Director for Homes and Communities should engage with 

the city’s landlords to ensure that prospective tenants are aware of 

council tax liabilities as part of the lettings process; 

   

6  the Assistant Director for Homes and Communities should engage with 

the Assistant Director for Finance, Efficiencies, Technology and Assets to 

identify what financial incentives could be offered from the council tax 

exceptional hardship fund to those at risk from council tax arrears to 

begin saving with a Credit Union; 
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7 ` the Assistant Director for Finance, Efficiencies, Technology and Assets 

should review the language used in correspondence with those in council 

tax arrears and gain an independent verification of its accessibility; 

   

8  the Assistant Director for Finance, Efficiencies, Technology and Assets 

should engage with the Head of Communications to ensure access to 

advice and support for those struggling to pay council tax through the 

council’s digital channels; 

   

9  the Assistant Director for Finance, Efficiencies, Technology and Assets 

should consider the introduction of a freephone number for those 

needing advice about council tax arrears. 
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