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1. Purpose of Report  
  
1.1 
 

To provide Revenues and Benefits Joint Committee with an update on the Non-
Domestic Rate (NDR) project being undertaken by the City of Lincoln and North 
Kesteven District Council Shared Service 
 

1.2 To request Revenues and Benefits Joint Committee consider the extension of the 
‘Invest to Save’ role to 31 March 2018. 
 

2. Executive Summary 
  
2.1 This report provides an update, as at 31 July 2017 on the Invest to Save project 

which commenced in August 2016 and has been extended to September 2017. 
 

3. Background 
  
3.1 
 
 
 
3.2 
 

In August 2016, the Head of Revenues and Benefits for the shared service secured 
funding of £10k from the Lincolnshire Counter Fraud Partnership (LCFP) in relation 
to an NDR / Council Tax Support project. 
 
The aim was to maximize the NDR base across the three districts for which the 
shared service is responsible (City of Lincoln Council, North Kesteven District 
Council and West Lindsey District Council).  LCFP would also consider sharing any 
intelligence / data with Lincolnshire County Council. 

  
4. Identification of Missing / Undervalued Properties 
  
4.1 Having appointed an experienced NDR practitioner to undertake the work, the 

officer began by looking to identify missing / undervalued properties. The work 
involved:- 
 

 Referral to the following websites: - 
 

 Local authorities (planning applications); 

 Guest houses (bed and breakfast and self-catering accommodation); 

 Ofcom (for phone masts); 

 Traffic Master (for traffic master sites); 

 Outdoor venture sites (paintball, motor cross etc) and 

 Food Standards Agency (road side cafes etc). 
 



 Reference to ATM finder (ATM’s); 

 Scanning google maps (for kennels / catteries and advertising rights); 

 Researching local bus maps (advertising rights on bus shelters); 

 Identifying new developments (show houses); 

 Scouring local newspapers; 

 Looking for Amazon and IPost collection point; 

 Liaison with planning sections; and 

 Speaking to practitioners undertaking similar work for other local authorities. 
 

5. Approach 
 

5.1 A decision was taken to start with West Lindsey District Council in view of potential 
process improvements that had been identified with regard to consideration of 
planning applications. The officer would devote two months to each of the three 
authorities. 
 

5.2 The full Valuation Office (VO) list is downloaded each month in order it can be cross 
referenced with properties the officer considered may be missing or undervalued. 
 

5.3 A spreadsheet is updated to track all action being taken for potential missing / 
undervalued properties. Once identified, the officer report the details through to the 
VO together with any supporting information. Where necessary, the outside officer 
will inspect in the first instance. 
 

6. Results 
 

6.1 The results for each of the three authorities, as at the date of writing this report, are 
as follows: - 
 

West Lindsey District Council 
 

Date work 
started 

No. 
properties 
identified 
for VO 

No. 
inspections 

No. 
properties 
referred 
back from 
the VO as 
‘no 
action’ 

No. 
properties 
brought 
into the 
local 
rating list 
by the VO 

2010 
rating 
list 
increase 

2017 
rating 
list 
increase 

31 July 
2017 

127 195 71 82 295,062 403,377 

1 Sept 
2016 

125 192 55 52 167,997 237,202 

 
As a result of this work, the West Lindsey Rateable Value (RV) for 2010 has 
increased by 295,062 and for 2017 by 403,377.  For 2017/18, based on the 
multiplier of 0.466 this is an additional £187,974 of Business Rates income.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
North Kesteven District Council 
 

Date work 
started 

No. 
properties 
identified 
for VO 

No. 
inspections 

No. 
properties 
referred 
back from 
the VO as 
‘no 
action’ 

No. 
properties 
brought 
into the 
local 
rating list 
by the VO 

2010 
rating 
list 
increase 

2017 
rating 
list 
increase 

31 July 
2017 

122 109 95 28 433,410 549,600 

1 
November 
2016 

122 109 60 28 266,780 342,670 

 
As a result of this work, the North Kesteven RV for 2010 has increased from the 
starting position by 433,410 and for 2017 by 549,600. For 2017/18, based on the 
multiplier of 0.466 this is an additional £256,114 of Business Rates income. 
 
City of Lincoln Council 
 

Date work 
started 

No. 
properties 
identified 
for VO 

No. 
inspections 

No. 
properties 
referred 
back from 
the VO as 
‘no 
action’ 

No. 
properties 
brought 
into the 
local 
rating list 
by the VO 

2010 
rating 
list 
increase 

2017 
rating 
list 
increase 

31 July 
2017 

40 98 27 47 119,018 143,318 

9 January 
2017 

40 98 6 27 19,418 31,568 

 
As a result of this work, the City of Lincoln RV for 2010 has increased by 119,018 
and for 2017 by 143,318. For 2017/18, based on the multiplier of 0.466 this is an 
additional £66,786 of Business Rates income. 
 

6.2 It will be for the VO to decide in the first instance, whether a property should be 
entered in the local rating list and if so, the rateable value (RV) attributed to it. At 
the same time, they will determine whether a property should be exempt (i.e. is 
agricultural) or included in the central rating list. Once entered in the local rating list, 
the billing authority will identify who is liable for the NDR, whether any relief is 
applicable (i.e. small business rate relief) and issue a demand notice. 
 

6.3 There will be a number of reasons for ‘no action’ (i.e. more information required, 
exempt or already in the rating list) by the VO. Where cases are being returned as 
‘no action’, each is looked at separately with a view as to what action, if any, to 
take. Already, it is the view of officers that some decisions warrant a challenge. 
 

6.4 The billing authority has a statutory duty in relation to reporting information through 
to the VO that may warrant a change to the local rating list. That said, when 



gauging the success of the project, it is important to look beyond any increase in 
the NDR base for the year in which a property is brought in to the local rating list. 
What is important today will become even more important as we move forward to 
2020 and potential 100% retention. 
 

7. The Future of this Role 
 

7.1 The role is currently funded to 30 September 2017. During this time, the Officer will 
continue to review the information which is received from the VO and update the 
business rates system as required. There will also be a review of current reliefs, 
along with a review of the Discretionary Rate Relief policy (which is referred to in a 
separate report on this agenda) 
 

7.2 The cost of funding this role has been £41,595 for 2016/17 and £16,585 for 2017/18 
up to 30 September 2017. The cost for extending the role from 1 October 2017 to 
31 March 2018 is expected to be £16,585.   
 
Since 1 April 2017, the Shared Service has funded this role in its entirety with a 
requirement of the role being self-funded from the increase in the base. The 
increase in RV in both the 2010 and 2017 list has resulted in an increase to the 
collectable debt of £510,874.  Based on last year’s collection rates, total additional 
income to the shared service would be £322,900, and this is broken down into each 
authority as follows: - 
 

 City of Lincoln = 99.43% collection = £66,405 

 North Kesteven District Council = 99.14% collection = £253,911  
 

7.3 The Institute for Revenues, Rating and Valuation have recently launched their new 
advisory service - BREACH (Business Rates Evasion & Avoidance Checker). This 
is designed solely for billing authorities in the UK at a cost of £495 per annum. 
 
With billing authorities looking at the way they validate non domestic rate 
exemptions and deal with avoidance and evasion this services is more important 
than ever.  The service will include; 
 

 Case law directory to give you the information on the matters before the 
courts;  

 An incident register, where users and the Institute can log the cases they 
have encountered and the actions taken; 

 An avoidance directory, where the Institute and users will list details of 
organisations who deal specifically in promoting rates avoidance; 

 A technical enquiry service allowing users to contact the institutes experts for 
advice a guidance; 

 A user forum that allows you to discuss current issues and share best 
practice; and 

 A intelligence library containing relevant documentation and presentations on 
the subject of evasion & avoidance 

 
It would be the intention of the ‘Invest to Save’ Officer to utilise this product in 
gathering information relating to avoidance. 
 
 



7.4 The ‘Invest to save’ role would also lead on tackling fraud and finding missing 
rateable value in Business Rates and taxbase in Council Tax. In addition to the 
current work undertaken within Non Domestic Rate and the use of BREACH as 
referred to in paragraph 7.3, it would also be the intention to widen the duties of the 
role to review Council Tax to look at the following: - 
 

 Single person discount frauds; 

 Landlords failing to advise the authority about occupants until after they have 
left (several of the major private landlords are especially prone to this); 

 Fictitious tenants (very similar to the above issues); 

 Taxpayers advising the authority they are resident in properties which they 
are not, in order to avoid empty property charges and Premiums; 

 Non student residents in student properties (officers have uncovered 
instances when major student landlords advise the authority that the 
occupants of a property are all students – when this is reviewed by officers, 
additional non-students are resident and when this is challenged by the local 
authority, landlords advise they “overlooked” telling us); 

 Provision of false documents – cases whereby landlords provide the local 
authority with false tenancy agreements written after the event and also 
cases whereby landlords provide a tenancy agreement purporting to the 
local authority showing a set of circumstances to indicate that the tenant is 
liable for the Council Tax and then another tenancy agreement to the tenant 
with the circumstances that are actually enforced and indicating the property 
to be a HIMO. 

 
8. Avoidance 

 

The law as it currently stands is that no rates are payable for the first six months for 
an industrial property which is unoccupied and remains empty, but after that period, 
business rates are payable at the same rate as an occupied property. The 
exemption period is three months for most other properties.  
 

8.1 However, Article 5 of the 2008 Regulations, states that occupation of at least six 
weeks is required to break the period during which the property is considered to be 
unoccupied. After these six weeks, the landlord of an unused industrial property is 
entitled to a further rate-free period of six months. The issue has always been: 
‘what constitutes occupation?’ On June 28 this point was clarified.  

The case that came before the High Court was in relation to Makro Properties Ltd, 
occupiers of a 140,000 sq ft warehouse in Coventry. This warehouse had been 
empty in the six months up to November 2009, meaning that Makro were not 
paying rates. However, between November 2009 and January 2010 they used a 
corner of the building to store a few pallets of documents. Six weeks later, these 
pallets were removed, the building declared unoccupied once more and Makro 
began a further six months rate-free period. 

The local council issued proceedings against Makro arguing that rates were 
payable because the storage of the documents in such a small area was not 
sufficient to amount to rateable occupation, and therefore Makro was not entitled to 
a second rate-free period. The Court in the first instance agreed with the council, 
but Makro appealed.  

http://www.environ.ie/en/Publications/DevelopmentandHousing/Housing/FileDownLoad,19428,en.pdf
http://www.spw-law.co.uk/blog-posts/empty-property-business-rates-relief-intermittent-occupancy-schemes-makro-properties-limited-v-nuneaton-bedworth-borough-council.html


The appeal was heard at the High Court, where the judges disagreed with the 
original decision, concluding that Makro genuinely intended to occupy the property 
and the occupation was beneficial to Makro, as they needed a place to store their 
documents. This landmark ruling has established that genuine occupation of an 
otherwise empty industrial building for six weeks following the first six-month rate-
free period is enough to entitle the ratepayer to a second six-month rate-free period. 
 

8.2 The Government ran a consultation, from the period 10 December 2014 to 28 
February 2015, seeking ideas and views relating to business rates avoidance – 
which would examine how businesses use the property, what the UK can learn from 
other countries and how the system could reflect changes in a premises’ value. 
 
As part of this, the discussion paper looked into how businesses may avoid paying 
rates and came up with a number of suggestions. 
 

8.3 In July 2015, the Government published the responses from this discussion 
document which shows the majority of local authorities believe avoidance is on the 
rise. 

Respondents to the discussion document were divided as to whether it was 
becoming increasingly prevalent. The Local Government Association estimated 
£240m a year was being lost through avoidance. 

Also discussed in the document was the proposal to give local authorities anti-
avoidance powers. 

Some local authorities agreed with this, but others said they should not as it could 
lead to differences in the interpretation of legislation by local authorities. This would 
cause funding and resource issues, they added. 

Other suggestions to improve the legislation to make it clearer for authorities to 
determine the difference between ratepayers wanting to abuse the reliefs and 
exemptions, and those genuinely entitled to them included the need for it to be 
“tighter, clearer and more prescriptive”. 

A need for greater training of those handing the reliefs out was also called for, in 
addition to limiting backdating for retrospective claims and having a more formal 
application process would make granting reliefs more transparent. 

Another suggestion was to give local authorities right to inspect interior of empty 
properties before reliefs are granted. 

In terms of authorities tackling rate avoidance, the majority suggested that a 
centralised information sharing portal would provide more consistency. 

Closer co-operation with HMRC would enable ratepayers to report any new 
avoidance schemes more easily, the document said. Another suggestion was that 
the responsibility of paying business rates could be placed on the freeholder, so 
that the local authority would be able to recover the charges against the property. 
 

8.4 Officers believe that, until there is a change in legislation, avoidance will continue 
and there is a requirement for this to be closely monitored by the local authority.   

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/442614/business_rates_avoidance_summary_of_responses.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/442614/business_rates_avoidance_summary_of_responses.pdf


 

9. Strategic Priorities 
  
9.1 Both City of Lincoln and North Kesteven have a number of strategic priorities. Two 

that have an impact on the Revenues and Benefits Service are:- 
 

 Lincoln: “Let’s Reduce Inequality”. 
 

 North Kesteven: “Community Wellbeing and a Vibrant Economy”. 
  
9.2 Both authorities look to protect the poorest people. The Benefits Service plays a 

key role in reducing poverty and disadvantage by ensuring residents receive the 
benefits they are entitled to and providing money / debt advice. The Revenues 
Section are also mindful of the strategic priorities when engaging with business 
ratepayers as they recover the business rate. Digital Inclusion, Channel Shift, 
Financial Inclusion and Partnership Working are all key priorities for the shared 
service. 

  
10. Organisational Impacts 
  
10.1 Finance: There is a positive financial implications arising from this report in relation 

to the increase in Rateable Value and the Non-Domestic Rates base. 
 
With the underspend for 2017/18 forecast to be £64,023 at quarter one, an 
additional £16,585 can be accommodated within existing resources to extend this 
post until 31st March 2018.  

  
10.2 Legal Implications including Procurement Rules: There are no direct Legal or 

Procurement implications arising from this report. 
  
10.3 Land, Property and Accommodation: There are no direct implications arising from 

this report. 
  
10.4 Human Resources: There are no direct implications arising from this report. 
  
10.5 Equality, Diversity & Human Rights (including the outcome of the EA attached, if 

required) – There are no direct Equality, Diversity or Human Rights implications 
arising from this report. 

  
10.6 Significant Community Impact: There is no change in policy / strategy or the way 

the service is being delivered. 
  
10.7 Corporate Health and Safety implications: There are no corporate Health and 

Safety implications. 
 

11. Risk Implications 
 

11.1 A Risk Register is in place for the Revenues and Benefits Shared Service. 
 

12. Recommendation  
  
12.1 Members agree to the continuation of the ‘Invest to Save’ role to 31 March 2018 as 



a self-funding role to be funded from within existing shared service resources. 
  

 
Is this a key decision? 
 

Yes/No 
 

Do the exempt information 
categories apply? 
 

Yes/No 
 

Does Rule 15 of the Scrutiny 
Procedure Rules (call-in and 
urgency) apply? 
 

Yes/No 
 

How many appendices does 
the report contain? 
 

None  

List of Background Papers: 
 

None 
 
 

Lead Officer: Claire Moses, Revenues and Benefits Manager 
(Shared Service) 

Telephone (01522) 873764 
 


