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PURPOSE

To consider the latest available information around the current local
Stevenage Council Tax Support (CTS) scheme and whether any changes
to the scheme should be considered for the financial year 2024/25

RECOMMENDATIONS

That the Executive approve the recommendation from Overview and
Scrutiny (meeting held on the 24 July 2023) to retain the current Council
Tax Support scheme for April 2024.

That a policy Overview and Scrutiny meeting is held post Full Council in

May 2024 to determine whether there has been a transition to Universal

Credit and a need to adapt the existing scheme as set out in section 4.4-
4.5

That the Executive re-approved to use the directive contained in the Social
Security Administration Act 1992 to disregard, in full, awards of War
Widows, War Disablement and Armed Forces Compensation when
determining entitlement for housing benefit and/or council tax support.

BACKGROUND

The Government made provision within the Local Government Finance Bill
to replace the former national Council Tax Benefit (CTB) scheme from 1
April 2013 with localised schemes for Council Tax Reduction Schemes
(CTS) devised by individual local authorities (LA’s). The schemes are valid
for one year and must be approved by Council before the 11 March
immediately preceding the financial year in which it is to take effect.
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The Government require that major preceptors (County and Police) are
consulted each year, and if there is any change to the scheme a full
consultation open to all taxpayers in the district is required. There is no
specific timescale prescribed but the period must allow for meaningful
consultation.

Additionally, consideration must be given to providing transitional
protection where the support is to be reduced or removed. The financial
impact of any decision on Council Tax Support also needs to be included
when setting the budget and Council tax levels. .

Since the introduction of CTS in April 2013 a number of changes to the
scheme have been explored, but the scheme has remained unchanged.
This means that CTS scheme for all working age claimants (WAC) will be
based on 91.5% of their Council tax liability and that a WAC on maximum
benefit will only have to pay 8.5% of their Council tax bill. Elderly claimants
are protected in law and those on maximum benefit are exempt from
making any contribution.

The cost of the CTS scheme is included in the council tax base, in the
same way as other discounts which reduce the collectable debit and
reduce the amount collectable.

The history of the Council Tax support scheme is detailed in Appendix A.

Overview and Scrutiny met on the 24 July 2023 to consider the options for
the 2024/25 CTS scheme and the report sets out their considerations and
the recommended scheme.

REASONS FOR RECOMMENDED COURSE OF ACTION AND OTHER
OPTIONS

This report details the current position on Council Tax Support and seeks
support to continue the current scheme for 2024/25 after considering the
information contained in sections 4.4-4.7.

The CTS scheme for 2023/24 can be summarised as follows:

e That the CTS scheme for all working age claimants will be based on
91.5% of their Council tax liability.;

e Elderly CTS claimants are protected in law from any restriction to the
liability used in CTS calculations. Their awards will always be based
on 100% of the council tax charge.

e All local discretions currently in place continue e.g. war pension
disregards;



e Other aspects of the Council Tax Support scheme mirror the previous
Council Tax Benefit scheme.

4.3. The current CTS scheme works and protects the most vulnerable
customers by the use of applicable amounts and income disregards.
However, the challenges and opportunities introduced by Universal Credit
(UC) prompted a review of the structure of the scheme (see section 4.4
below), but concluded that until the majority of claimants are in receipt of
UC, any alternative scheme would add further complexity.

4.4 The impact, challenges and opportunities of Universal Credit.
Universal credit full service roll out took effect in this area in October 2018.
This meant that customers who would previously have applied for Housing
Benefit (HB) and CTS are now applying for UC and CTS. The DWP’s
various pilots to move existing HB claimants on to UC has only achieved a
partial reduction in caseload, (see para. 4.4.2). The DWP are continually
reviewing and piloting further types of claimants onto UC, with an
estimated further 70,000 nationally in 2023/24 . The greatest impact on
Housing benefit caseloads still remains the shift in new claims for most
applicant groups accessing support through UC.

44.1 There are certain groups of HB claimant that will not, in the foreseeable
future migrate to UC, as they are deemed too complex by the government.
This includes new claimants in these groups, so in addition to the
pensioner case load there will be a residual working age caseload for the
Council to manage.

4.4.2 There is therefore no information available currently to determine when this
Council’s existing working age HB caseload will move to UC. The HB
caseload has reduced by 25% since 1 May 2020, but there are still more
than 3,000 claimants receiving Housing Benefit, (the CTS caseload has
also reduced which could also be an indication of lower residents eligible
to claim or conversely not realising they can claim once moved to UC).
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Customers claiming UC who apply for Council Tax Support do not require
the Council to carry out means testing on their circumstances. They need
only provide their UC entitlement letters (details of which can be confirmed
through LA’s access to the DWP systems). These claims are already
means tested and have differential applicable amounts applied by the
DWP and the only income element that is needed for an award of CTS is
earnings. Consideration has to be taken of any deductions being made
for overpayments or recovery of advances, but essentially this means that
if most claimants are already assessed the current scheme could lead to
be a simplified assessment and processing system that could be
incorporated into a discount/banded scheme.

The reduction in new claims for HB might seem to reduce the services
CTS workload, however as the current scheme for pensioners, and non
UC claimants requires the same preparation and processing to award a
CTS claim as a HB one, no saving has been realised. Currently claims or
changes in circumstances are prepared and input and both awards (HB &
CTS) are processed simultaneously. Claims not requiring an HB
assessment simply produce one output (CTS award) rather than two. The
caseload reduction has however enabled the service to reduce by 1.8 FTE
staff from 1 April 2023.

UC claimants have to apply to the Council for CTS entitlement. There is a
common misunderstanding among claimants, who have not previously
claimed benefit from the Council, that it is all covered by their claim for
UC. The Council therefore often only gets to engage with these new
customers when their Council tax account is in arrears, and additional
recovery action has to be taken. The Strategic Director - Chief Finance
officer and Head of the Shared Service have been promoting the scheme
through various media to ensure that those entitled take up the support.

Universal Credit is reassessed monthly (unlike HB), and those customers
who are working (nationally this is estimated at more than 40%) are likely
to experience variations in the UC entitlement each month. This is
attributed to salary and wages frequencies affecting the ‘monthly’
assessments. Each time there is a change in the UC award, their
entitlement to CTS has to be reassessed. Every time the CTS is
reassessed, it produces a new Council Tax Bill. These constant changes
in bills and amounts due are not only confusing to the customer trying to
budget, but it also resets any recovery action being taken for non-payment
on the previous assessment and making collection of arrears very difficult.

While the caseload for HB has reduced, the service has experienced a
significant increase in workload from these monthly changes. They are
received electronically from the DWP. However, ongoing progress has
been made in automating the processing of many types of changes, and
this is helping to mitigate the impact.
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Identifying and acknowledging these challenges from UC requires, any
potential change to the CTS scheme to consider;

The potential for automation of UC notices on live CTS claims, thus
reducing the new increased workflow. Progress has been made in the last
year to automate increasing numbers of these changes, and work
continues to include more types of changes into the automatic updates. In
2022/23 over 87% of the 33k notifications were automated.

Mitigations for changes in UC entitlements to revise Council tax
liability, and thus avoid resetting recovery action. This could be achieved
if the CTS scheme set bands of entitlement, or fixed periods in which
changes in income would not result in a change in entitlement, within the
scope of a set range.

These options have the potential to be very expensive. The software
supplier is estimating a cost in excess of £25k for each Council moving
towards a banded CTS scheme. The Council would be requiring other
preceptors to pay a proportion of the total cost proportionate to their share
of council tax Any changes to the scheme require full and meaningful
consultation with all taxpayers in the district and there are significant costs
associated with this level of consultation. It is proposed to hold a Policy
Scrutiny meeting each year to determine whether the transition to UC
has been significant enough to warrant a change in the scheme as set out
above.

Response to the challenges and opportunities of UC.

Work has previously been carried out to develop a banded scheme for all
working age claimants. This included modelling of current claimants into a
banded scheme, to assess the impact and identify any unintended
consequences.

As it is not currently possible to have a separate scheme for just UC
cases, all current working age claimants would have to be included. After
testing the data it was clear that the intended simplicity of a banded
scheme would be compromised as the need to differentiate between all
the many and varied disability premiums and incomes would require too
many bands for each category of household, to ensure sufficient
protection for these non UC groups.

In addition there would be all the costs of changing the scheme but no
savings in administration, or increased simplicity for the customer.

Conclusion in relation to Universal Credit.

Whilst the number of monthly changes is increasing, the improvement in
automation of these changes is balancing the demand for resources. lItis
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still recommended therefore that a two stage approach be followed as we
move forward. Firstly, instead of looking to change the current scheme in
the short term, we continue to introduce further automation of UC change
notices. Secondly, once actual caseload migration is timetabled,
consideration of a banded scheme or a discount scheme is revisited.

Other options that could be considered in redesigning a scheme

There are a number of options that could be considered when redesigning
the current scheme, although all revisions would affect working age
customers only, given that pensioners have to be fully protected by our
scheme.

The Government continues to make changes to the Housing Benefit
regulations which are not currently mirrored in the CTS regulations. This
means the schemes are no longer aligned. The frequency of changes to
Housing Benefit and Universal Credit schemes, make it impossible to
mirror these in the CTS scheme, not least of which because of the
difference in timing. The Housing Benefit and Universal Credit schemes
are changed when needed during the year, and the CTS scheme can only
be revised annually.

Consideration was been given previously to align some of the more
significant differences between Housing Benefit and Council Tax support
but the financial implications across the caseload have been assessed as
small, and the changes would have required a full consultation exercise, to
achieve only a temporary alignment, and therefore these were not
recommended by members.

Consideration has also previously been given to each of the following
changes, but each relies on the basic scheme construction remaining the
same and members did not recommend any of these.

Changing the level of “minimum payment” for all working age customers

The current scheme assumes that all working age customers are asked to
pay at least something towards their Council Tax, and as described earlier
the minimum payment is 8.5% of liability. The Council could consider
making a change to that amount but in doing so, the full impact of that
decision needs to be considered.

If the Council chose to increase this minimum payment to say 10%, this
does not mean a straight line increase in the amount of additional council
tax that preceptors would collect . For individuals already finding it
difficult to pay at the current level, it can be seen that increasing this
amount could increase their hardship levels further, especially as these
customers are likely to be receiving other benefits, which have been
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affected by the on-going Welfare reforms and increase the level of bad
debt provision included in the overall collection rate.

Given the latest information shows that the collection rate for those
working age customers in receipt of CTS is already significantly lower than
the overall rate,. Having done some indicative modelling, it is estimated
that increasing the minimum payment to 10% could result in an increase
in Council Tax collected by approximately £55.1k. But, this would be
virtually wiped out by the need to increase bad debt provision based on
the current levels of CTS council tax collected. In addition, with the
potential increasing caseload as result of the war in Europe and the
increase in energy fuel costs, this could exacerbate losses further and
cause further hardship.

Conversely, if the Council were to consider reducing the minimum amount
to be paid by the claimant, this would increase the cost of the scheme to
preceptors, plus there is a real risk that the CTS caseload may increase.
Although SBC pays less than 12% of the overall scheme with the County
paying the largest share, the war in Europe and the increased energy fuel
costs could significantly increases the caseload then this could have a
large impact on the taxbase and collectable Council tax at a time when
Councils are struggling to meet the cost of higher inflation. On current
estimates, the additional burden on the taxbase could be upwards of
£308k on the current caseload, in addition and customers currently not
entitled would also be eligible to apply. Members should note that the
SBC scheme is one of the lowest in the County at 8.5%.

The CTS caseload trend is summarised below.

Total caseload

5078

This is showing a slightly less linear reduction than in recent years, but the
trend is still downwards, with the caveats around economic conditions cited
above



b)

Introducing a band cap (so limiting the amount that we would pay to a
value of a lower property band, for example Band C)

In some Local Authorities, they have introduced a band cap where the
scheme will only pay up to the equivalent of say a Band C property, even
if you are in a higher banded property.

This could disproportionately affect those with a requirement for a larger
property as they have children, other dependents due to caring
responsibilities or a disability. These groups could already have been hit
by other areas of Welfare reform including the Benefit Cap and the
Spare Room subsidy limitation.

Considering the current live caseload, these could impact on 206
households and reduce spend by £63k. The table below shows the
potential loss in entitlement per year for those in bands D and above,
both at the 91.5% liability and on those who receive a single person
discount (SPD)

Potential loss in
entitlement if
Band C cap applied

Annual full

BAND 2023/24 91.50% | wih SPD | 91.50% 91.50% |with SPD

charge

£ 1,383.96 | £1,266.32| £1,037.97 £943.74

A
B £ 1.614.62 |£1477.38| £1,210.97 £1,108.03

C £ 1,845.28 | £1,688.43| £1,383.96| £1,266.32

D £ 2,075.94 | £1,899.49] £1,556.96( £1.424.61 £211.06| £158.29
E £ 2,337.26 | £2,321.59] £1,902.953( £1,741.19 £633.16| £474.87
F £ 2,998.58 | £2,743.70| £2,248.94( £2.057.78 £1,055.27| £791.46
G £ 3,459.90 | £3,165.81] £2,594.93( £2,374.36 £1,477.38| £1,108.04
H £ 4,151.88 | £3,798.97| £3,113.91( £2 84923 £2,110.54| £1,582.91

c) Introducing a minimum amount that would be paid out

Some Councils have introduced a minimum level at which they will
support residents. An example is that you have to be entitled to at least
£5 a week to be supported. This means someone who is currently
entitled to a lower amount, would not receive it, despite the fact that we
have assessed them as currently requiring support. There are no real
savings in terms of administrative costs because we would still have to
undertake an assessment to find out that we wouldn’t award. In
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4.9

addition, the fact that they are currently entitled to support indicates that
they are financially vulnerable and the likelihood of being able to collect
that additional amount from those residents is low. Therefore the
potential reduction in costs overall is minimal and outweighed by an
increase in bad debt provision and recovery costs.

Considering the current caseload this would impact on 73 households
and save £13.1k.

Changes around discretions for Disability, Children and other
Dependents

This would change the nature of the scheme overall. Stevenage, when
setting its original scheme were clear that all would contribute equally as
the core scheme already differentiates preferentially to those with
disabilities, children etc.

Any complexity that is added to the way in which we calculate
entitlement, will make the administration of the scheme both more
complex for our officers to manage both in terms of calculation but more
importantly, to explain to our residents.

This would also mean that the general working age population may need
to pick up an even greater share of the cost if the scheme is to remain
affordable and equitable.

Other adjustments

There include; income tapers, non-dependent deductions, income
disregards etc. but all carry the same risk to bad debt provisions,
potential recovery costs and costs of administration. The more complex
the scheme, the more difficult it is to comply with and customers’ levels
of understanding could be compromised.

A summary of other CTS schemes in Hertfordshire is shown in the table
below.

Current scheme for maximum entitlement

North Herts 100% if income is below maximum bands. Bands are 10%,

75% 45% 25% and 0%. £50 disregard on earnings and £50
disregard on any disability benefit per household. Limited to
3 children. Cares allowance and ESA support component
disregarded. Removed 2AR applications as no longer have a
non dep deduction.

Dacorum

75%, and also restricted to band D (i.e. max is 75% of band
D)




however, 100% (with no band restriction) if customer is in a
vulnerable group: child under 5; disabled; war pensioner; or
disabled child

Welwyn Hatfield 75%

Broxbourne 75% Liability, 25% income taper , Band E restriction

Hertsmere 80% plus restrict to band D so it can be 80% of band D

St Albans 100%

Three Rivers 100%

Watford 100%

East Herts 91.5% - same scheme as Stevenage

4.10 Other considerations in addition to the impact of universal credit.

4.10.1 The impact of the war in Ukraine and the increase fuel costs on the
economy in the short, medium or long term is as yet unknown.

4.10.2 In 2020/21 the Government allocated funding to enable a top up of up to
£150.00 (limited by outstanding liability) to each working age claim. The
balance of the funding has been rolled into a hardship fund for 2023/24 to
support Council Tax payers suffering financial difficulty. At 1 April 2023
£173k is still available to be awarded.

4.10.3 The Government has also allocated funding of up to £25.00 for each
household in receipt of CTS on 1 April 2023. The remaining funds are
being allocated to new claims for CTS after that date and the balance will
be used for hardship awards during the year.

4.10.4 In previous years the cost of CTS on the taxbase has been reducing in
real terms. This is demonstrated below, and has supported previous
recommendations to retain the current scheme.

ﬁ\g;ltjal total Change
2013/14 £6,605,773
2014/15 £6,137,922 -7.08%
2015/16 £5,755,876 -6.22%
2016/17 £5,683,162 -1.26%




Actual total

cost Change

The Band D value of the 2017/18

2017/18 £5,828,125 2.55% | taxbase increased by 4.5% on
2016/17,
The Band D value of the 2018/19

2018/19 £5,935,167 1.84% | taxbase increased by 5.8% on
2017/18

2019/20 £5,779,820 -2.60%
The Band D value of the 2020/21

2020/21 £6,011,347 4.01% | taxbase increased by 3.94% on
2019/20
The Band D value of the 2021/22

2021/22 £6,047,385 0.60% | taxbase increased by 4.18% on
2020/21

2022/23

£5,865,844 -3.00%
4.10.4 The reduction in the cost of CTS between 2013/14 and 2022/23 has been

4.10.5

4.10.6

411

4111

achieved as a result of a reducing caseload, despite an increase in council
tax and an increase in other discounts such as single person discount.

The taxbase for 2023/24 was calculated in October 2022, and assumed at
that time a band D value of 3165.73. At 1 May 2023 the actual band D
cost of Council Tax support was 2899.20, which is less than budgeted for.

The taxbase is also impacted by other variables, and changes in anyone
of them can impact on its ability to generate the expected income levels
on which the budget is set. The war in Europe and fuel cost increases
may also have a dampening effect on new builds coming into the taxbase
which will further reduce its income raising capacity.

The impact of other factors on the ability to pay.

Many customers now claiming CTS have been affected by other factors.
Not only do they find themselves with debts to their Council and landlord
that were previously paid for them, but their ability to pay the debts is
diminished. This is demonstrated in the Council Tax collection rates. The
overall in-year collection rate for all working age CTS customers was
74.36% in 2022/23. In contrast to the all tax payers in-year collection rate
of 94%.



411.2 The actual cost per week of Council Tax for those customers required to
pay the minimum 8.5% contribution is demonstrated below and has been
most impacted by the County and Police being able to increase beyond
that of Districts.

2023/24 BEFORE OTHER DISCOUNTS
( e.g single person)
BAND Annual full W8e':|°fljy 8.5% Per
charge annum
charge

A f 1,383.96 £2.26 £117.64
B £ 1,614.62 £2.63 £137.24
C £ 1,845.28 £3.01 £156.85
D £ 2,075.94 £3.38 £176.45
E £ 2,537.26 £4.14 £215.67
F £ 2,998.58 £4.89 £254.88
G £ 3,459.90 £5.64 £294.09
H £ 4,151.88 £6.77 £352.91

4.12 Overview and Scrutiny Consultation

4.12.1 The Overview and Scrutiny Committee received an overview of the options
from the Council’s Strategic Director (s151) and the Revenue and Benefits
Shared Services Benefit Manager. This set out the rationale for changing the
scheme once sufficient numbers of housing benefit claimants had
transitioned to universal credit.

4.12.2 The government has state that an estimated 70,000 claimants nationally will
transition during 2023/24 onto UC however there are still significant numbers
of claimants on housing benefit and the Council cannot run two schemes, i.e.
one for HB claimants and one for those on UC.

4.12.3 Based on the current levels of HB claimants, Overview and Scrutiny Members
resolved to relook at the position early in the 2024/25 Municipal year to give
enough time to model and consult on any scheme changes.

5 IMPLICATIONS

5.1 Financial Implications
5.1.1 As detailed in the report.

5.2 Legal Implications

5.2.1 As detailed in the report



5.3 Equalities and Diversity Implications

5.3.1 An Equality Impact Assessment will be undertaken if there are proposals to
amend the Council Tax support scheme.

5.4 Risk Implications

5.4.1 As detailed in the report
5.5 Policy Implications
5.5.1 As detailed in the report

BACKGROUND PAPERS

GLOSSARY

IS Income support

JSA (IB) Job seekers allowance (Income based)
ucC Universal Credit

PC Pension credit

GC Guaranteed credit

SC Savings credit

ESA (IR) Employment support allowance (Income related)



Appendix A The history of Council Tax Support (CTS)
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The history of Council Tax Support (CTS)

Before April 2013, local authorities (LA) administered Council Tax Benefit
on behalf of the Government. This national scheme was specified in
legislation and LA’s were reimbursed by the Department of Work and
Pensions (DWP) through a subsidy claim submitted annually and subject
to audit.

The level of subsidy reimbursement varied dependant on whether benefit
had been awarded, backdated or overpaid, but the point to note is that
entitlement and subsidy were based on assessing entitlement on 100% of
somebodies Council tax liability, net of discounts (like a single person
discount).

The scheme was means tested and whilst the scheme differentiated
between different client groups (providing extra support for disabled
groups for example) there was little differential between Elderly and
Working Age clients.

Clients fell into one of two groups, “passported” and “standard claims.” A
passported claim was one in which the DWP had already carried out a
means test and then notified the Council that the customers income was
at or below the minimum income level for their household composition.
They would be automatically entitled to 100% of their Council Tax to be
paid by Council Tax Benefit. A deduction would however be made from
this entittement where there were non dependants living in the home.

The second group were called ‘standard claims’. These customers had
their means testing done by the Council and awarded Council Tax benefit
in accordance with the national scheme criteria. These customers had
income above the minimum requirements and would be required to pay
something towards their Council tax liability. A deduction would also be
made from this entitlement where there were non dependants living in the
home.

In very simple terms entitlement was determined by comparing eligible
incomes against relevant applicable amounts. When income equalled or
fell below applicable amounts, the maximum entitlement is achieved. If
income exceeded applicable amounts, entitlement was reduced by 20% of
the excess. The applicable amounts were determined by the DWP in
respect of Housing Benefit claims.

In more complex terms, every income and capital source had to be
assessed in accordance with its type, and then determined if it was
included in the assessment. Child benefit, maintenance paid to a child,
PiP and DLA, war pensions etc were fully disregarded, whilst earned
income was calculated after tax & NI, and 50% of pension contributions,
averaged over the relevant period. Payments to certain child care
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providers were disregarded, whilst capital (excluding the property
occupied) included savings, shares etc and if the total exceeded £16k, the
customer was excluded from entitlement.

In very general terms the full expenditure on the scheme was reimbursed
by the DWP.

The impact of changes from 18t April 2013

The national scheme for Council Tax Benefit ceased, and Councils had to
devise their own Council Tax Reduction Schemes for working age
claimants. The Government continues to specify the scheme for Elderly
customers through prescribed regulations.

Instead of the scheme being funded through a subsidy claim based on
actual expenditure, the Government moved the funding into the Revenue
Support Grant (RSG) settlement, fixing it at only 90% of the subsidy paid
in a previous year. RSG was the amount of grant that Government gave to
Councils to support their wider service delivery, and made up one part of
the income of the Council in addition to Council Tax receipts, fees and
charges and an element of Business rate collection. However the move
away from RSG makes this funding element less obvious.

Each Council had to consider how to fund 100% of the cost of the Elderly
‘national’ scheme and provide a Working age scheme, whilst receiving
10% less funding.

Elderly (Pensioner) claimants are protected from changes through the
provision of a statutory scheme.

Schemes must support work incentives.

The DCLG Policy Statement of Intent did not give a recommended
approach to be taken, but indicated the scheme should not contain
features which create dis-incentives to find employment. The current
Stevenage scheme complies with this statement.

Local authorities must ensure that appropriate consideration has been
given to support for other vulnerable groups, including those which may
require protection under other statutory provisions including the Child
Poverty Act 2010, the Disabled Persons Act 1986 and the Equality Act
2010, amongst others.

The DCLG issued Policy Statements that addressed a range of issues
including the following:

= Vulnerable People and Key Local Authority Duties;

= Taking work incentives into account;
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= Information Sharing and Powers to Tackle Fraud.

The Local Government Finance Bill stated that a Billing Authority must
have regard to any guidance issued by the Secretary of State. The current
scheme has sought to address these requirements.

Stevenage’s Council Tax Reduction Scheme (CTS)

The Council initially devised a scheme which replicated the previous
national scheme but limited the Council Tax liability that was used to
assess entitlement to 90% for working age customers. The Government
offered a one off transitional grant to Councils who would restrict the
reduction to 91.5%, and accordingly the Council amended the proposal
and took the one off transitional grant. The Council has maintained this
position for the first 10 years of the scheme.

From 2014/15 the 90% grant that was included in the RSG was no longer
individually identifiable. Therefore calculating the total cost of the scheme
i.e. the cost of the CTS scheme versus the CTS grant given by
Government is now impossible.



