POLICY SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 24 NOVEMBER 2020

SUBJECT: LOCALISED COUNCIL TAX SUPPORT SCHEME - 2021/22

DIRECTORATE: CHIEF EXECUTIVE

LEAD OFFICER: CLAIRE MOSES, REVENUES AND BENEFITS MANAGER

11

2.1

2.2

2.3

Purpose of Report

To provide an opportunity for Policy Scrutiny Committee to discuss and comment,
as part of the formal consultation period, on the proposed scheme for Local Council
Tax Support for the financial year 2021/22. Proposals are also made in relation to
an Exceptional Hardship Scheme, as well as regarding Council Tax changes.

Executive Summary

Based on the caseload as at 15t September 2020, the current cost of the 2020/21
CTS scheme is £8,442,201 — with City of Lincoln Council’s share of this being
£1,262,488 (14.99%). This is in excess of the budgeted tax base level by £360,971,
with the additional cost for City of Lincoln Council’s share, being £54,110. This
increase in cost is as a direct result of the increased caseload arising from the impact
of Covid19.

Despite the scheme being a ‘local’ Council Tax Support scheme, due to the nature
of protection provided to pensioners and vulnerable age working customers there
will always be an element of cost that the Council has to incur and to for which it has
no influence over. Due to this protection from changes to pensioners and vulnerable
working age customers any ‘savings’ to be made to the projected scheme can only
be applied to 3,874 customers or 42.90% of the caseload. This means out of the
current Council spend of £1,262,488 — only £541,607 (42.9%) can be influenced by
a change to the current CTS scheme.

The current caseload can be broken down as follows, to show those customers
where the scheme changes would apply:

Caseload breakdown Caseload % of total caseload
Total caseload 9,031

Pensioner 2,806 31.07%

Working age vulnerable 2,351 26.03%

Working age 3,874 42.90%

In order to try and contain the cost of the 2021/22 scheme within the budget
parameters of the current Medium Term Financial Strategy a number of options have
been modelled (and are set out in detail in the appendices), as follows:

- No change to current scheme;
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- Change to minimum weekly CTS entitlement from £2.00, (range £2.50-£4.00);
- Capital cap to be reduced from £8,000, (range £6,000-£7,500);

- Maximum entitlement to be reduced from 100%, (range 80%-97.5%);

- Banding cap to be amended from B, (range C-D).

The reality is that out of the options above, the only one that may reduce the spend
against budget in the MTFS is to decrease the ‘maximum entitlement’ — e.g. to
reduce the maximum CTS customers can receive from 100% to a 80% or 85% - this
means they would need to then pay at least 10% or 15% of their Council Tax charge,
when they may not have had to pay anything previously. Based on an overall Council
Tax increase of 1.9% and CTS caseload increase of 2%, this would mean on average
a Council Tax payer would have to pay an additional £3.57 Council Tax per week or
£2.47 per week, based on maximum entitlement of 80% or 85% respectively.

The other modelled options would reduce CTS expenditure, but would still be a ‘cost’
above the amount budgeted in the MTFS, with the additional cost being between
£20,000 and £100,000+, depending on a range of caseload increase/decrease
scenarios.

Background

The Council Tax Benefit system was abolished on 315t March 2013 and replaced by
the Council Tax Support Scheme. This scheme can be determined locally by the
Billing Authority having had due consultation with precepting authorities, key
stakeholders and residents. There are currently 9,031 residents (as at 1%t
September) claiming Council Tax Support in the Lincoln District. 2,806 are
pensioners who are protected under the legislation and receive Council Tax Support
as prescribed by the Government (broadly similar to the level of Council Tax Benefit).
It is 3,874 working age claimants where a local scheme can be determined, (i.e.
6,225 total working age caseload less 2,351 protected under vulnerable categories),
which can change the level of support provided.

The Council agreed to a Local Council Tax Support Scheme which came into effect
on 15t April 2013. This scheme matched the previous Council Tax Benefit scheme,
giving 100% support for both pension age and working age customers.

The proposed CTS scheme must go through certain steps to comply with the
provisions stated in the Local Government Finance Act 2012 before it can be adopted
by this Council as a Billing Authority:-

Before making a scheme, the authority must (in the following order):-

(a) consult any major precepting authority which has power
to issue a precept to it,

(b) publish a draft scheme in such manner as it thinks fit, and

© consult such other persons as it considers are likely to have
an interest in the operation of the scheme

Impacts of Covid-19
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Covid-19 has had an impact on the amount of CTS awarded, with significant
increases in caseload and cost of the scheme — this is detailed further within this
section of the report.

The caseload increase is a direct result of changes to the economic climate, with
existing customers requiring more support and new customers making claims for
Universal Credit, and in-turn Council Tax Support claims. In addition, prior to Covid-
19, the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) was going to move existing
Housing Benefit customers on to Universal Credit (UC) via a managed process.
Covid-19 has resulted in this process being fast-tracked and has seen a significant
increase in new CTS claims. Previously, as CTS was not part of the DWP process,
these claims were not always made at the point of UC being applied for, nor were
the customer referred to the LA by the DWP. As part of support during Covid-19, the
DWP have allowed for the UC claim notification to also serve as an intention to claim
CTS.

The Council has also ensured those customers who have contacted, to advise they
have been affected by Covid-19, resulting in financial difficulties, have had the
opportunity to make a claim for Council Tax Support.

For 2020/21, the cost of the scheme as at 4 September 2020 is £8,442,201 — with
City of Lincoln Council’s share of this being £1,262,488 (14.99%). In comparison to
the taxbase that was set for the 2020/21 year, at £8,081,233, this is an increase of
£360,971, with the Council’s share being £54,110.

The increase in cost is as a direct result of the increase in caseload. At this date in
2019, the total caseload was 8,542, and has increased by 489 to 9,031. The
caseload has not been this high since October 2017 — which was prior to the
introduction of Universal Credit Full Service.

Further details of caseload increase is shown in the table below:

15t of month Working age Pension age Total
September 2019 5,639 2,903 8,542
December 2019 5,578 2,881 8,459
January 2020 5,601 2,865 8,466
February 2020 5,586 2,865 8,451
March 2020 5,638 2,853 8,491
April 2020 5,684 2,840 8,524
May 2020 5,972 2,835 8,807
June 2020 6,197 2,842 9,039
July 2020 6,159 2,832 8,991
August 2020 6,177 2,814 9,021
September 2020 6,225 2,806 9,031

This is shown in the graph below:
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As expected, there was a peak to caseload in May and June 2020. This is reducing
very slightly as lockdown has been eased. The last 5 months data is providing a
pattern for future activity, should there be a second wave and when furlough comes
to an end.

By using this data, officers are currently forecasting an increase to CTS caseload
post-October once the furlough scheme comes to an end, and the impact this will
have on customer income and increase in Universal Credit claims.

Since April 2020, the overall CTS caseload has increased by 5.9%, with working age
claimants increasing by 9.5%. Although it is difficult to assess with any certainty
what future increases in claimant numbers may be, due to the number of unknowns
around economic recovery, 2" wave, etc, it can be reasonably assumed that there
will be a further increase in claimants towards the end of the calendar year. Based
on a further increase of working age claimants of between 2.5-5% this could increase
caseload by 150-300.

A caseload increase during 2020/21 will also impact the cost of the scheme for
2021/22. Officers have modelled a range of caseload increases for the 2021/22
scheme and these are shown in Appendix 1 to this report.

Our Council Tax Support scheme

Our scheme has been updated by minor amendments each year to maintain the link
with Housing Benefit and the previous Council Tax Benefit scheme.

The current scheme has the following restrictions for working age customers: -

e Capital over £8,000;

e Minimum entitlement of £2 per week;

e Property banding capped at Band B e.g. a customer in Band C (and above)
property, will only have their CTS calculated on Band B liability;

e Backdating restricted to 1 month; and
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e Temporary absence from home in line with Housing Benefit.

The current scheme has the following Council Tax technical restrictions for all
Council Tax Payers: -

e Introduction of additional 100% premium to empty properties over 5 years —
total premium is 200% (total charge 300%);

e Care leavers council tax exemption — 100% for those aged between 18 and
25 birthday;

e Unoccupied discount 100% for the first month; and

e Second Home discount of 0%.

Council Tax Support Scheme options for 2021-22

As explained in paragraph 4.3, the cost of the 2020/21 scheme is £8,442,201 — with
City of Lincoln Council’s share of this being £1,262,488 (14.99%) The increase in
cost for City of Lincoln Council’s share, against the tax base, is £54,110. Changes
to the CTS scheme can only be applied to non-vulnerable working age customers
(pensioners and vulnerable customers are exempt).

As a result, any changes will only apply to 3,874 customers or 42.90% of the
caseload.

The current caseload can be broken down as follows, to show those customers
where the scheme changes would apply:

Caseload breakdown Caseload % of total caseload
Total caseload 9,031

Pensioner 2,806 31.07%

Working age vulnerable 2,351 26.03%

Working age 3,874 42.90%

Based on the current core elements of the existing scheme, various caseload
increases have been modelled, along with an increase in Council Tax of 1.9%.
These are summarised in Appendix 1, giving an indication of the potential cost and
savings to City of Lincoln. Also included is the potential value for non-collection
(based on a reduction of 1% to the current collection rate in the taxbase of 97.75% -
as a result of COVID-19).

As a billing authority the Council can decide whether or not to amend core elements
of its scheme each year. Officers are proposing changes to the core elements of the
scheme, these are summarised in Appendix 1.

There will be some technical changes that will still need to be applied to ensure that
the Council’'s scheme complied with the Prescribed Scheme Regulations (covering
Universal Credit, premiums and discounts). These details are still awaiting from the
Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG).



Technical amendments to the scheme in relation to uprating income, applicable
amounts, disregards and allowances are to be collated once statutory details have
been released by the Secretary of State; it is intended that these will be circulated to
Members for consideration at the Executive meeting in January 2021. There will be
no change to the adopted policy in the way CTS is calculated for these areas.
Officers have considered if there is any need for any transitional arrangements to the
revised scheme and concluded transitional arrangements are not needed for the
2021/22 scheme.

6.4 In developing the modelling for each of the Council Tax Support Scheme options a
number of assumptions have been made, as follows:

Uprating Freeze for social security benefits, based on the current national
policy.

As the Council and major preceptors are likely to set differing levels of Council
Tax increases it creates a variety of modelling scenarios. An overall Council
Tax increase on all elements of 1.9%% has therefore been assumed for
modelling purposes. The final cost of the scheme will though be increased by
the level of Council Tax increases applied. The modelling does not though
take into consideration that the Council’s percentage share of the overall cost
of the scheme would slightly reduce if other preceptors increase their Band D
by a greater percentage than the Council, this would in effect reduce the cost
of the scheme to the Council.

1% to 3% increase in caseload for 2020/21. This is calculated on the already
increased caseload so far for 2020/21. The caseload used at the time of
modelling is 9,031, with working age of 6,225.

Collection Rate of 97.75%. The current Council Tax base is calculated on the
rate of 98.75%, which was set pre-Covid.

6.5 The options considered are as follows:

Option 1. No change to the current scheme: With no changes to Council
Tax or caseload;

Option 2 to 4: Various changes to current scheme: With 1.9% Council
Tax increase and:

Option 2 — will include a 1% caseload decrease

Option 3 — will include a 1% caseload increase

Option 4 — will include a 2% caseload increase

Option 5 — will include a 3% caseload increase

o O O O

The various options modelled for each of the different caseloads are:

a) No change to current scheme

b) Minimum weekly entitlement amendment — £2.50 to £4.00 per
week:

c) Capital reduction - £7,500 to £6,000
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d) Maximum award to be reduced — 97.5% to 80%
e) Increase banding cap — Band C to D (this would be an additional
cost to the scheme)

e Option 5: Council Tax empty homes premium: From 1 April 2013, billing
authorities have been able to charge a premium on a class of property that
has been unoccupied and unfurnished for 2 years or more. Currently the
premium can be up to 200% of the Council Tax on the property. From 1 April
2021, councils will have the powers to charge even greater premiums on
homes left empty following an amendment to a government Bill.

The Rating (Property in Common Occupation) and Council Tax (Empty
Dwellings) Act 2018allows billing authorities to charge higher premiums on
homes left empty.

The legislation provides for the following: —

e April 2021 — any property empty over ten years to receive a
premium of 300% (incurring a 400% charge).

Decisions on whether to charge a premium, and the exact rates to be charged
will remain a matter for Councils, taking local circumstances into account.
Officers propose a number of considerations to be taken into account when
applying the premium. These are detailed in Appendix 3.

Continuation of the Exceptional Hardship Scheme: Exceptional Hardship
Payments (EHP) assist persons who have applied for Council Tax Support and who
are facing ‘exceptional hardship’ — it is similar to the Discretionary Housing Payment
for Housing Benefit shortfalls. EHP provides a further financial contribution where
an applicant is in receipt of Council Tax Support but the level of support being paid
by the Council does not meet their full Council Tax liability.

The Council is required to provide financial assistance to the most vulnerable
residents, who have been disproportionately affected by the changes made in 2021
to the Council Tax Support Scheme. Since April 2013, the Council agreed to
introduce an Exceptional Hardship scheme each year, in order to provide a safety
net for customers, in receipt of Council Tax Support who were experiencing difficulty
paying their council tax. Exceptional Hardship falls within Section 13A(1) of the
Local Government Finance Act 1992 and forms part of the Council Tax Support
Scheme.

The current EHP budget is £20,000 and the cost of EHP awards is being borne
solely by City of Lincoln. As at 31 August 2020, a total of £14,389 EHP has been
awarded.

The EHP has supported those customers that have been affected by Covid-19
whereby additional support has been requested and applications have been
successful.
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Timetable

The timetable to approve any change to the new scheme takes into account the
existing calendar of meetings. The full council as Billing Authority needs to approve
the scheme after consultation as outlined in paragraph 3.3.

The timetable is as follows: -

e Policy Scrutiny Committee — 24" November 2020 as part of consultation
process

e Consultation Ends — 9" December 2020

e Executive — 4™ January 2021

e Council — 19" January 2021 - the Local Government Finance Act 2012
requires a full review of the scheme by the Billing Authority. City of Lincoln
Council will need to approve a new scheme after consultation by 315t January
2021.

Significant Policy Impacts
Strategic Priorities

Let’s drive inclusive economic _growth - Council Tax Support has a key role in
Reducing Poverty and disadvantage by ensuring residents in those households who
cannot afford to pay their Council Tax receive financial support. The changes to
Council Tax Support form part of the national welfare reform agenda, with the risks
of changes to numbers of claimants due to economic change and funding gap costs
being passed from central government to local authorities. Central government now
has a fixed cost funding arrangement whereas local government must set a scheme
in advance of the financial year it applies to but cannot change it should
circumstances change unexpectedly or if the assumptions used to decide the
scheme are not realised. Central government states that this places responsibility
for the local economy such as creating businesses and jobs on local government as
part of the localism agenda

Let’s reduce all kinds of inequality - The Authority will be obliged to comply with
its general equality duty under the Equality Act 2010. The scheme is being amended
in line with statutory requirements and uprating the financial allowances. Early
modelling shows the number of customers affected and pay how much (total and
average per week). Once a decision has been made regarding the options of
modelling, an equality impact assessment will be undertaken.

Council Tax Support awards are notified on Council Tax bills. If the scheme were
likely to change, consultation with precepting authorities, stakeholders (such as
Citizens Advice and Financial Inclusion Partnership) and residents would be
required. Once a decision has been made, notification within Council Tax bills and
annual CTS uprating letters would be issued advising claimants of the decision once
their award for the new financial year is known.

Organisational Impacts
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Finance (including whole life costs where applicable)

The actual cost of the discount scheme in 2021/22 will not be known for certain until
the end of the financial year and will be dependent on the actual caseload in year as
well as the levels of Council Tax set by the City Council and the major precepting
authorities.

An indicative range of costs based on various scenarios for 2021/22 is set out in
Appendix 1.

The estimated cost of the scheme, based on current caseload, is taken into
consideration when calculating the Council’s tax base for the financial year and will
impact on the estimated Council Tax yield for the year. Any difference in the actual
cost of the discount scheme to that estimated in the tax base calculation will be
accounted for within the Collection Fund and will be taken into account when future
years surpluses or deficits are declared.

The exceptional hardship fund of £20,000, made available during 2020/21, will
continue to be available into 2021/22.

Legal implications inc Procurement Rules

The Council Tax Reduction Schemes (Default Scheme) (England) Regulations 2012,
laid before Parliament on 22" November 2012, set out the regulations for a default
scheme and this was adopted by the Council subject to local policy needs in January
2013. The Secretary of State has issued amendment regulations setting out some
changes that must be adopted by the Council for pensioners and the Council has
also decided in 2013 to keep the schemes allowances and premiums in line with
those for Housing Benefit for working age claimants. These are incorporated into
amendments to the local scheme for approval by the Council.

The regulations for the City of Lincoln Council scheme proposed to be adopted are
to be collated and made available for Council in January 2021.

Equality, Diversity and Human Rights

The Authority will be obliged to comply with its general equality duty under the
Equality Act 2010 and is shown in Appendix 4 —to follow. The scheme is being
amended in line with statutory requirements and uprating the financial allowances.
Staffing

No change to current staffing arrangements as a result of this policy.

Risk Implications

The Council, along with the other preceptors, bears the risk of the cost of the Council

Tax Support scheme should caseload increase causing the cost to increase more
than predicted.



9.2 Any revisions to the scheme must be approved by 31 January 2021 before the
financial year begins.

9.3 The scheme cannot be changed mid-year and therefore it is vital the correct scheme
is in place.

10. Recommendations
10.1 Policy Scrutiny Committee is requested to:

1) Comment on and consider the Council Tax Support scheme options for
2021/22 as part of the public consultation, as set out in Section 6.

2) Comment on the proposed continuation of the £20,000 Exceptional Hardship
fund for 2021/22 to top up Council Tax Support awards in appropriate cases.

3) Comment on the proposed Council Tax changes. This being any property
that has been empty for over ten years to pay a premium of 300% (i.e.
incurring a total 400% Council Tax charge).

Key Decision No
Do the Exempt No
Information Categories

Apply

Call In and Urgency: Is No

the decision one to which
Rule 15 of the Scrutiny
Procedure Rules apply?

Does the report contain Yes
Appendices?

If Yes, how many 3
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Appendix 1 — Council Tax Modelling 2021/22
Appendix 2 — Lincolnshire Districts Schemes
Appendix 3 — Empty Homes Premium
Appendix 4 — Equality Impact Assessment (to follow)
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