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LOCAL SCHEME OF SUPPORT FOR COUNCIL TAX

1. Summary

1.1 This report updates Cabinet on the progress that has been made on the review of the 
Council Tax Reduction Scheme in liaison with the other Kent authorities and presents 
the draft consultation document detailing the potential modifications to the current 
approved Council Tax Reduction Scheme for Members’ approval. 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1 That the work undertaken within Kent collectively and the resultant options appraisal, 
set out in Appendix A, be noted.

2.2 That the draft consultation document shown at Appendix B detailing the potential 
modifications to the current approved Council Tax Reduction Scheme be agreed and 
that the Strategic Director (Internal Services) be granted delegated authority to make 
any final amendments to the consultation material in liaison with the Leader and the 
Finance Portfolio Holder.

2.3 That the draft Customer Access Review shown at Appendix C be approved and that 
this be published alongside the consultation document.

2.4 That a further report be presented to Cabinet on the results of the consultation.

3. Background and Discussion

3.1. The Council Tax Reduction Scheme (CTRS) was introduced by the 
Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) in April 2013 
as a replacement for the Council Tax Benefit (CTB) scheme administered on 
behalf of the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP).

3.2. As part of its introduction, the Government set out a number of key 
elements:

   The duty to create a local scheme for working age applicants was 
placed with billing authorities;

   Government funding to authorities was reduced by the equivalent of 
10% from the levels paid through benefit subsidy under the previous 
CTB scheme; and

   Persons of pension age would be protected under regulations 
prescribed by Government.

3.3. Across Kent, a common approach was adopted for the design of local 
schemes, but with local variants to reflect the needs of each district. Broadly 
the new schemes replicated the former CTB scheme but with a basic 



CABINET
2 JUNE 2016

reduction in entitlement for working age claimants. In line with the 
Government’s decision that pensioners would see no reduction in their 
maximum entitlement from that under the old CTB rules, the maximum 
entitlement for working age claimants in Dartford was reduced under the 
new scheme by 18.5%. This ensured that estimated expenditure was 
matched with available Government grant funding.

3.4. Since its introduction in April 2013, the Council’s local scheme has been 
reviewed annually to reflect changes in the Government’s figures for 
allowances, premiums and disregards and non-dependent deductions but 
the core elements remain as were originally agreed. 

3.5. The scheme is underpinned by a Kent-wide agreement which recognises 
that all the Kent districts (as billing authorities) will follow a common 
approach to designing their local schemes. In return, the major precepting 
authorities (Kent County Council, Kent Police and Kent and Medway Fire 
and Rescue) agreed to collectively pay to each district an ‘administration 
fee’ of £125,000 each year, for three years, to assist with the costs of 
delivering and managing the scheme. The original three year agreement 
ceased on 31 March 2016, but as reported to Cabinet on 3 December 2015, 
it was agreed that the scheme would effectively ‘roll on’ for one more year, 
subject to a full review of the scheme being undertaken during 2016/17.

Scope of the review

3.6. The focus of the Council Tax Reduction Scheme introduced by this Council 
was to target support at those most in need whilst incentivising more 
residents into work. This will continue to be the focus of the scheme moving 
forward.

3.7. When the new scheme started in April 2013, approximately 2,500 Dartford 
households had to pay council tax for the first time. As expected, collecting 
the council tax due from this group of customers has proved more difficult, 
however, by having a sensible focus on these accounts and taking 
appropriate recovery action, the in-year collection rate for this group is high 
at 84.6% (for the year ended 31 March 2016). The ‘administrative fee’ paid 
by the major precepting authorities has been essential in assisting with the 
costs of processing applications and in the recovery of debts.

3.8. The overall level of applicants, both working age and pension age, has 
fallen since the introduction of the local scheme, with 5,871 claimants as at 
31 March 2016 compared to 6,830 on 1 April 2013. As a result, the cost of 
the scheme has fallen from £5.67m in 2013/14 to £5.06m in 2016/17. This 
fall is due to a combination of demographic and economic factors, as well as 
the impact of welfare reforms.

3.9. Funding to support the scheme (for both pensioners and working age 
claimants) was transferred into the main local government finance 
settlement through Revenue Support Grant (RSG) and local share of 
business rates.  Initially this funding was separately identifiable in the 



CABINET
2 JUNE 2016

2013/14 settlement, but since 2014/15, it has been indistinguishable within 
the RSG and business rate baseline allocations. Effectively this means it 
has not been protected from past or future reductions in RSG. Although the 
costs of the Council Tax Reduction Scheme have reduced due to a lower 
claimant base, these reductions have been significantly less than the 
reductions in RSG and therefore a greater share of the cost burden is now 
falling on the billing authorities and the other major preceptors. The Council 
will therefore look to reduce the cost of the scheme moving forward, whilst 
continuing to have regard to the most vulnerable of its residents.

3.10. Kent Finance Officers have been working closely together to maintain a 
common approach to the design of the local schemes. A consultant has also 
been procured on behalf of the Kent districts and major precepting 
authorities to assist with the evaluation of alternative models and to advise 
on the public consultation process.

3.11. The following objectives are behind the Council’s review of its scheme:

   To retain the principle of residents paying a contribution towards the 
Council’s costs whilst having regard to the Council’s most vulnerable 
residents;

   To target support to those most in need;
   To align the scheme with national policy on changes to Housing 

Benefits;
   Having regard to the reductions in Government grant, to make the 

scheme less costly (if possible) and more efficient in terms of its 
operation.

3.12. As highlighted in paragraph 3.5 above, currently the major preceptors 
collectively make an annual contribution of £125,000 to each district towards 
the administration costs of the scheme. These contributions are currently 
used to fund staff to help support the scheme. Kent County Council bear the 
greatest impact on their council tax yield of the council tax discount and are 
therefore hoping to see an increased yield through the districts reducing the 
discounts awarded. Although the major preceptors cannot insist on any 
particular provisions within local schemes, were the Council to decide not to 
amend the scheme, the major preceptors may withdraw their administration 
contribution. If the funding were to be removed, the Council would either 
need to find savings of £125,000 to offset the loss or reduce staffing levels 
to support the scheme which could potentially have a negative impact on the 
Council’s collection rate. Therefore, in parallel with the review of the local 
schemes, representatives from the Kent district councils are working with 
the major precepting authorities to formulate a new funding model for 
assistance towards the administrative costs. At the time of writing, this work 
is at an early stage, however, it is likely that the model will include a smaller 
‘flat rate’ grant topped up by a share of any additional proceeds as a result 
of the taxbase increasing (i.e. incentive based). Clearly the arrangements 
will need to be sufficient to incentivise the districts to undertake the 
additional work whilst also being consistent across all districts and of a long-



CABINET
2 JUNE 2016

term nature to ensure certainty of funding. Discussions are underway in this 
regard, but Members can be assured that the major preceptors are 
committed to working with the districts towards a mutually acceptable 
solution. 

Options for change to the Council Tax Reduction Scheme

3.13. A wide range of options for potential change have been considered, in 
liaison with the consultant. These are shown at Appendix A.

3.14. Options 1 to 6 in Appendix A have been discounted. A number of these are 
based around introducing an income banded scheme. This would require 
additional information to be collated from claimants which would make 
administering the scheme more complex and expensive. It is also unlikely 
that the current Revenues and Benefits system could be easily adapted to 
accommodate this type of scheme. 

3.15. The most practical option, therefore, would be to maintain a scheme similar 
to the current scheme, but with some adjustments (identified as Option 7 (a-
h) in Appendix A). This is because:

   The current scheme is known to claimants and largely mirrors the 
housing benefit system;

   The Council’s Revenues and Benefits system is adapted for this type 
of scheme and would therefore require little additional cost; and

   Staff are familiar with the administration of this type of scheme and, 
as it is aligned to housing benefit, the Council can continue to take 
advantage of economies of scale.

3.16. Initially, the major precepting authorities had suggested that the districts 
seek to reduce the cost of the scheme through an increase in the minimum 
contribution rate (currently 18.5% for Dartford). However, evidence from 
around the country suggests that there is a ‘tipping point’ (somewhere 
between 20% and 25%) after which collection rates are affected 
significantly. This ‘tipping point’ tends to affect claimants on low or fixed 
incomes, particularly single persons and couples with no dependents. 
Increasing the minimum contribution rate that a working age claimant needs 
to pay beyond a ‘tipping point’ could be counter-productive and unrealistic. 
The option to increase the minimum contribution rate from 18.5% to 20% is 
included within the consultation (Option 7(a) in Appendix A) but Members 
may be minded to discount this when deciding on the final scheme, 
depending on the consultation responses, on the grounds that it could be 
seen as being indiscriminate and would impact on all those currently in need 
of support, regardless of their circumstances. 

3.17. It is suggested to Members that a combination of, or a selection from, 
Options 7 (a-h) in Appendix A be built into the current scheme. A number of 
these options will bring the Council Tax Reduction Scheme in line with 
national changes to the Housing Benefit scheme. 
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3.18. Members will note from Option 7(e) at Appendix A that it is not 
recommended to consult on the inclusion of Disability Living Allowance 
(DLA) and Personal Independence Payments (PIP) in the assessment of 
total income. This option is considered inappropriate because working age 
disabled claimants remain significantly less likely than non-disabled 
claimants to be able to increase their income through employment However, 
it is recommended ‘testing the water’ through the consultation process on 
the inclusion of child benefit and child maintenance in the assessment of 
total income. Until as recently as 2009, these income sources were not 
disregarded within the former Council Tax Benefit Scheme and some 
councils have reverted to including these income sources in their local CTR 
schemes. 

3.19.  Due to the potential impact of changes on vulnerable residents, it is 
considered that an exceptional hardship policy is integral to the new 
scheme. Whilst details of this policy still need to be drawn up, it is 
anticipated that this will be used to assist claimants who are in need of 
additional support with their council tax liability due to severe financial 
hardship.

3.20. It is therefore recommended that the Council retains a scheme similar to the 
current one but consults the public on the potential integration into the 
scheme of Options 7 (a-h) as set out in Appendix A. A combination of some, 
or all, of these possible options may be required in order to achieve the 
objective of reducing overall costs.

Other alternatives to changing the current scheme

3.21. The Supreme Court ruled in 2014 that the London Borough of Haringey’s 
consultation on its local scheme was unlawful because Haringey had failed 
to outline alternative methods for dealing with any cuts to funding. In light of 
this ruling, the Council must therefore consider alternative options other than 
changing the scheme, even though realistic alternative options are 
somewhat limited. Thus, whilst it is not the preferred solution, the following 
questions should be included within the public consultation. Were either of 
these options to be supported and implemented, the impact would affect all 
residents within the borough.

    Should council tax be increased for all council taxpayers to fund the 
CTR scheme?

    Should Council reserves be used to fund the scheme?

Consultation process

3.22. Prior to the implementation of any change to the Council Tax Reduction 
Scheme, authorities are required to consult with the public. There have been 
a number of legal challenges to CTRS consultations. The guiding principles 
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which have been established through case-law for fair consultation and 
which have been adopted by this Council as part of its Consultation and 
Engagement Strategy are:

    Consultation must take place when the proposal is still at a formative 
stage;

    Sufficient reasons must be put forward for the proposal to allow for 
intelligent consideration and response;

    Adequate time must be given for consideration and response; and
    The product of consultation must be conscientiously taken into 

account.

3.23. The consultant has been working with the districts in order to prepare robust 
and consistent consultation material that can be individually branded by 
each district within Kent. Each district must consult on its own scheme and 
ultimately make its own decisions about the final scheme following the 
consultation.

3.24. All the Kent districts are intending going out to consultation at the same 
time. Consultation is to commence in June and will complete at the end of 
August, thus allowing twelve weeks for members of the public and other 
relevant stakeholders to comment.

3.25. The draft consultation documentation is shown at Appendix B. It is 
recommended that delegated authority be granted to the Strategic Director 
(Internal Services) to finalise the consultation materials in consultation with 
the Leader and the Finance Portfolio Holder.

3.26. It is anticipated that the consultation will be primarily web-site based, but it 
will be important to write to all claimants to draw their attention to the 
consultation and encourage them to participate by providing hard copy 
documents as appropriate. Additionally, it will be important to involve 
stakeholder groups, such as the Citizens Advice Bureau, local debt advice 
agencies, registered social landlords and other organisations with a 
significant interest, to obtain their views.

3.27. There is also a duty to consult with the major precepting authorities who are 
statutory consultees. This has already commenced and will continue 
throughout the project. At the time of writing, all the major preceptors have 
advised that they are content with the proposals so far. 

4 Relationship to the Corporate Plan

Statutory requirement.
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5 Financial, legal, staffing and other administrative implications and risk 
assessments

Financial Implications The cost of consultancy on the proposed scheme 
has been shared by all Kent authorities. The 
Council’s share of this is under £500 and can be met 
within existing budgets.

It is anticipated that there will be some direct costs 
associated with the consultation process, although 
these will be minimal.

The cost of awards made under the Council Tax 
Reduction Scheme impact on the taxbase and 
thereby the council tax yield. The total cost of the 
Dartford scheme for 2016/17 is £5.06m of which 
£2.15m relates to pensioner discounts (as required 
by legislation) and £2.91m working age discounts 
determined under the local scheme. A large 
proportion of this cost is borne by the major 
preceptors. Dartford’s pro-rate share is 
approximately £540k (of which £310k relates to 
working age discounts). This assumes full collection 
of the discounted council tax bills. Currently the in-
year collection rate for working age claimants is 
84.6%. However, the proposed changes may 
potentially result in a reduction in the collection rate, 
although appropriate action and support would be 
given to those affected to help prevent this. If the 
cost of awards were to be reduced per the proposals 
in this report and assuming the collection rate is not 
adversely affected, this would mean that the 
Council’s taxbase would increase and overall 
council tax yield in turn would increase. 

Legal Implications

Public Sector Equality 
Duty

The scheme is governed by the Local Government 
Finance Act 2013.

The Council has a statutory duty to consult on a 
proposed scheme. As mentioned in the body of the 
report, case law has determined the guiding 
principles for fair consultation. 

An initial Customer Access Review has been 
undertaken and is attached at Appendix C for 
Members’ approval to publish alongside the 
consultation document. A further assessment will be 
undertaken after the consultation results have been 
reviewed and before a final decision is taken.
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Crime and Disorder 
Duty

There are no Crime and Disorder implications.

Staffing Implications Resources will need to be monitored to ensure 
collection is maximised

Administrative 
Implications

See staffing implications above

Risk Assessment If consultation is not carried out appropriately, there 
is a risk of challenge once a decision is taken.

6 Appendices

Appendix A - Options considered by Kent Finance Officers’ Group
Appendix B - Draft consultation document
Appendix C - Draft Customer Access Review
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