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Newsletter Special – July 2009
Council Tax Overcharging Cover Up
Are you affected?
1. Do you realise that up to 700,000 properties are in the wrong council tax band?
2. Do you know how to check your property’s council tax band?
3. If your property is in the wrong council tax band, do you know how to appeal and get it changed, along with a refund of your overcharged council tax?
If you answered ‘No’ to any of these questions, then please read on.
Background information
Hundreds of thousands of properties are still in the wrong council tax band despite this problem being known about since at least 2005.  This cover up was originally reported in February 2008 by the Daily Telegraph as follows:
Council tax bills cover-up exposed

Is your property in the wrong band?  Up to 400,000 properties are possibly affected.  This has been known about since 2005 but Ministers decided to do nothing.

Click here to read the original news report.

In May 2009 new documents have shown that more than 700,000 households may have been overcharged to the tune of tens of millions.  Report by the Daily Mail as follows:
700,000 overcharged in the great council tax 'cover-up'

A million homeowners have paid the wrong council tax for years in a funding scandal ministers tried to cover up.  New documents have shown that more than 700,000 households may have been overcharged to the tune of tens of millions.  Ministers and officials have known since at least 2005 that many homes were in the wrong tax bands. 

Click here to read the original news report.

The article Government Cover Up on Council Tax Bills by Eric Pickles MP in February 2008 not only exposes this issue, but also includes:

· Secret council tax revaluation plans exposed

· Revaluation database still being developed

· Error with council tax banding

· Plans for regular revaluations
This article also includes the original VOA Minutes of November 2005 where the issue of properties in the wrong council tax band is discussed (see action 8 – AOB).
What has the Government done about this cover up?
In a word nothing, isn’t that disgraceful?  The reason given for the cover up has been shown to be the fear of “adverse press coverage” and the “implications for billing authorities”.
This is quite simply not acceptable.  Knowingly overcharging council tax payers is surely theft?

The recent exposures about MPs’ expense claims and the expenses system in general shows that this is a particular area of expertise for many of them.  Ripping off the tax payer one way or the other seems to be of no concern to them.  If these 700,000 properties were all being under charged would they still turn a blind eye?
How widespread is this issue?
The problem is nationwide.  The following is a list of news reports from around the country where changes to council tax bands have been made due to this issue.  This list is not exhaustive.

Huge surge in tax appeals - Lewes Today
Dozens of Crosby households may have paid the wrong council tax - Crosby Herald
The Ely Standard - MP Accuses Government of Council Tax Cover Up in East Cambs
Formby householders may have been paying too much council tax - Formby Times
North West Evening Mail | Council tax shock for Cumbrian householders
Hundreds of households pay too much council tax - Southend and Rochford Echo
North Lincolnshire householders save cash on council tax bands
Andrew Finfer: Beware of drive-by massacre of our tax rating system - Yorkshire Post
Council tax rebanding figures revealed - Exeter
North Devon Gazette - MP Cox accuses government of council tax 'cover-up'
Surge in council tax appeals in South Somerset reveals systematic over-charging by Government
Nearly 200 residents in wrong council tax band (from Redditch Advertiser)
Council tax cut joy for hundreds of Pendle residents (from Burnley and Pendle Citizen)
Devon24 - Home owners paying to much tax?
The Weston Mercury - Thousands of pounds paid out in council tax banding errors
Winners and losers in council tax switch - Lancashire Evening Post
Please note that the general trend from these reports is that the majority of properties are re-banded downwards.  However, some are re-banded upwards.  Do be careful if you are going to lodge an appeal.  See ‘How to check your council tax band and how to appeal’ and ‘A Word of Caution’ on page 4 of this newsletter.

The council tax system is not fit for purpose
The council tax system is a thoroughly rotten system of taxation.  It was rushed through as a replacement for the poll tax, another disastrous system.  The system was not properly thought through and its weaknesses have been ruthlessly exploited by Labour ever since they came to power in 1997.
The basic principle of the system is that the amount of tax payable is determined by the value of the property you happen to live in, based on April 1991 valuations.  There is no consideration of your ability to pay the tax.  If you cannot afford to pay, and have less than £16,000 in savings, then you can apply for council tax benefit.  The council tax system only ‘works’ because there is a benefit system.  In other words, it was known from day one that many people would not be able to pay the tax.  This is madness.

The amount of council tax collected by each local authority does not bear any relationship to the amount of their budget that they have total discretion over.  For example, a local authority may raise 45% of its annual income via council tax but only have total discretion over say 6% of its total budget.  The rest is dictated by Central Government.  This is a very high price to pay for local democracy.

The Government has no intention of changing the system to make it fair or equitable.  The total annual amount of council tax is now £25bn.  Each year this amount increases and with it the problem becomes even harder to resolve.  The politicians simply do not have the strength of character or management skills required to address this problem.  That includes all three main parties.

Government cynically blames the local authorities for the year on year inflation busting increases.  However, it is Central Government that is responsible for these increases through their manipulation of the grant system and unfunded additional responsibilities imposed on local authorities.
We need change
We need a new system of local government funding that is more local and not centralist, and fairer to all.  It is possible and other countries have systems, such as Denmark and Sweden.  Until this new system is implemented, we call for the current system to be scrapped.  Local services benefit all residents one way or another, not just those that have to pay for them via council tax.  Therefore, we believe that one possible short term solution is to raise IT and VAT* to cover the cost of council tax until a new system has been implemented.  This new system must ensure that all local residents make a contribution and that contribution will be based on their ability to pay.
* Isitfair has commissioned the following report as a short term alternative:

Local Authority Funding - A Fairer Tax Raising System (29 pages)
Local Authority Funding - Summary Report (6 pages)
What you can do
Over the years, Isitfair has met with all of the three main political parties and has put forward its suggestions for either the replacement of council tax, or has made recommendations to make the present system less unfair.  We also actively participated in the recent Lyons Inquiry into local government funding.  However, nothing has changed and that is why we now believe that the politicians simply do not have the strength of character or management skills required to address this problem.
We therefore urge everyone who believes that the current system is unfair to write to their MP asking them to take up the cause.  After all, MPs are supposed to represent their constituents’ views, aren't they?  Perhaps after the next general election we will have some new MPs who aren't afraid to tackle this problem.
Please also pass a copy of this special newsletter to anyone you know who may be affected.

How to check your council tax band and how to appeal
The most popular method to follow is by Martin Lewis of MoneySavingExpert.com.  You can access his website via the following link:

Council tax rebanding
A Word of Caution
Don’t get caught out like John Pidgen did in July 2007.  Branded as ‘Mr Unpopular’ he discovered that he was paying more council tax than the neighbours living in identical homes.  He protested that his council tax was too high and the discrepancy was speedily corrected – but unfortunately not to his benefit.

Out of 12 properties in his street, his and one other were in band E, the remaining 10 were all band D.  VOA officers checked the valuations, found that all properties should be in band E, and therefore increased the band D properties to band E, costing the neighbours an additional £298 per year in council tax.
Do make sure that you are in the wrong council tax band before lodging an appeal.

Yours in the cause
[image: image1]Christine[image: image2.jpg]



Available (details on request):


car stickers, envelope stickers, tee shirts. Isitfair Introductory Booklet





Isitfair receives no funding from any organisation and survives on donations, gifts of stamps and on stationers’ and printers’ generosity.
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