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Newsletter 20
Taxpayers’ Alliance
On their website, the Taxpayers’ Alliance claims that it is an “umbrella group to a number of like minded organisations”.  Isitfair is in no sense a part of the TPA any more than TPA is part of Isitfair.  Isitfair remains totally independent.  All that has happened is that Isitfair worked with the TPA to set up one campaign - Brown Envelope Day. So far as Isitfair is concerned nothing has changed in any way.

Brown Envelope Day

We understand that some of the letters to Gordon Brown were, prior to their delivery to the Treasury on 15 June, opened by the Taxpayers’ Alliance. This was done entirely without our knowledge and agreement.  Our authority to use the “brown envelopes” in this way was neither sought nor given.  We are sorry that this has happened and hope you will understand that it was not of our doing.  

You will see from the totally inadequate response from Phil Woolas (reproduced below) that he addresses none of the problems which concern us. You will also see that it is not intended to answer your letters on an individual basis. What a disgrace! And not what we were led to believe on the day. We know you were expecting a response from the Treasury (not the unsolicited one from the TPA that many of you have received!) and suggest that if you feel your questions are not answered you write to Alistair Darling, the new Chancellor of the Exchequer, or Hazel Blears, the latest Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government.

“Dear Andrew and Christine

Thank you for your letter of 15 June to Gordon Brown and the correspondence sent in by your campaigners. Your letter has been forwarded to this Department and I am replying as council tax falls within my area of Ministerial responsibility. My reply covers both your letter and those sent by your campaign’s supporters – I am of course happy for you to pass on this letter to them.

I recognise the strong feelings that council tax provokes. The Government takes the view that it is excessive increases in Council Tax, not the Council Tax itself that are controversial, and indeed Sir Michael Lyons said the council tax system “is not broken” and should be retained. However, I do very much see it as my job to see that taxpayers are protected from excessive increases. You point out that Council Tax, which is set by Councils, has gone up 91%. It is only fair to point out that Government grant to Councils has also increased by 78% on a like for like basis (or 39% above inflation). It is local authorities who decide what council tax levels they think they need. However, the Government has provided above inflation grant increases and has a capping policy resulting in average Council Tax this year below R.P.I. I have used these powers already and I will not hesitate to use them in the future to protect taxpayers.

The Government has no plans to introduce a new “waste tax”. It is for councils to decide how best to provide their waste collection services, and meet their statutory recycling targets. In May, the Government began a consultation on Incentives for Recycling by Households, which proposes a new power for local authorities to incentivise households to recycle more and produce less waste. It would be for local authorities to decide whether to implement such a scheme and implementation would be subject to certain conditions, including that the scheme should be revenue neutral, that the authority should have good recycling facilities and a strong enforcement strategy in place to prevent flytipping. The consultation remains open until Thursday 16 August on Defra’s website: www.defra.gov.uk, and I encourage you and your members to put forward their views.

The report of Sir Michael Lyons’ Inquiry into Local Government which was published in March this year is a substantial and authoritative analysis and it will inform continuing policy development. We are already pursuing Sir Michael’s core proposals to provide the freedom and space for local government to respond flexibly to local needs and demands – which will also enable them to provide better value for money. In particular, Sir Michael’s work has already greatly influenced the ideas underlying the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill, which is currently under consideration by Parliament.

Turning to your point about the prisons. Part of the reason why crime is down is the use of custodial sentences for offenders, a policy which carries widespread public support. As regards people who refuse to pay council tax, it is not possible under the law to be jailed for being unable to pay council tax. It is only possible under the law to be jailed for wilfully refusing to pay. Further, some 15% of the total national Council Tax is paid by Council Tax benefit to protect those on lower incomes.

Indeed this explains partly why there are fewer committals for Council Tax non payment now than at its introduction. Collection rates of Council Tax have continued to increase pointing to an acceptance of its robustness as a tax.

Of course, no tax is popular, Council Tax no more than others. However, it is local Councils which set their rate not central Government. I recognise the difficulties Councils face in balancing their books, the same pressures affect central Government. That is why we elect leaders to make these tough choices at local as well as national level.

Yours sincerely

PHIL WOOLAS”

Note: The Isitfair response to Woolas is on the drawing board and details will be included in our next Newsletter.

Meeting with Eric Pickles MP, Conservative Shadow Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government

Christine, Michael Boon, and Colin Aiken accompanied by Janet Kelly with her notebook, met Eric Pickles at Westminster on 2 August. This, briefly, is what happened.

Christine said that we at Isitfair had, since we last met with Mr Pickles, moved on from our original proposal which had advocated rises in income tax and VAT sufficient to enable the abolition of Council Tax altogether. We accepted, albeit reluctantly, that this solution would destroy any concept of localism and was unlikely to be adopted by any of the major political parties. We were therefore now exploring other avenues. However, Isitfair remains a protest group whose members consider the present system of council tax unfair. They want reform. She stressed that many people, not only pensioners but also those on low income (young as well as old) find their council tax bills a considerable hardship taking an unacceptable percentage of their income.

Michael presented his paper “Fairness and Localism”. This outlines what has gone wrong with the present system and suggests two possible solutions:

· If Council Tax is to remain, the key point to recognise is that the system for calculating Central Government grants needs to change – from one based on property bands to one based on people’s incomes

· Council Tax could be partially or wholly replaced, (or supplemented), by a true local income tax – not the type being proposed by the Liberal Democrats which is really a national tax.  To avoid undue administrative expense, (as well as the displacement of economic activity), such a tax needs to be based on locally determined allowances – and not on locally determined rates of tax.
Mr Pickles was interested in this proposal, particularly in the statistical tables Michael had prepared illustrating the “before” and “after” situation.  A further meeting was proposed for the autumn, possibly involving Alistair Burt MP (a member of his team), to discuss these matters in greater detail.

A worthwhile and promising meeting.

(If any of you would like to read “Fairness and Localism” it is available on the Isitfair website. Alternatively I am happy to send a copy on request, but in order to cover printing costs and postage, I have to ask for a large, self-addressed envelope and stamps to the value of £1.)

Note: We are disappointed that at the time of writing neither Hazel Blears nor any other Minister from her department has agreed to meet with us.  All we have is a letter from a member of her staff saying that the door is well and truly closed.

Letters to/from MPs

In our last newsletter, we asked you to write to your MP and ask him/her several questions regarding council tax. We have received many answers through supporters. As it stands the responses are 93% from Conservative MPs and 6% from Labour MPs. And 1% Liberal Democrat MPs. All of those that have replied think that council tax is due for a shake up. The Labour MPs are keen on Council Tax benefit and the Conservatives on some sort of property tax which should reflect ability to pay.  The Liberal Democrats are keen on Local Income Tax*. None of them even consider getting rid of Council Tax altogether. We will say more of this in our next newsletters when we hope to give you wider details.

*We hope to have a short piece explaining LIT in our next newsletter.

Points to ponder. 

· Uncollected council tax in Great Britain has risen to £760,603,129 up by nearly £20,000,000 on last year’s figures. Yet the Government insists that it is easy to collect.
· Hazel Blears, the new Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, is the MP for Salford. Salford has one of the lowest collection rates for council tax in the country. And yet they insist that it is easy to collect.

· We now have the figures for money spent on publicity by Hampshire County Council.  The first figure is for the whole publicity bill, but the second is the amount spent on advertising jobs.  This has more than doubled over the last ten years. 2006/2007 - Full publicity bill £4,400,000; Job Advertising £2,438,000. What does your council spend?
· Also Hampshire County Council - the number of people earning over £50,000 per year has risen by over 40 per cent over the last year, from 320 to 453.  Can your council match that?

· Figures released by Hampshire County Council indicate that in 2006/2007 for every £1 the employee contributed to the Local Government Pension Scheme the employer (i.e. the taxpayer) paid £2.77. Bear in mind this is the nation wide Local Government Pension Scheme, so the figures in your area will undoubtedly bring tears to your eyes too!

· There has been some press coverage this week regarding the raising of the savings level for Council Tax Benefit purposes.  Sir Michael Lyons made this suggestion in his inquiry document.  In fact, he thought that there should be no limit to savings and that income alone should decide if CTB was payable.  See how long you can hold your breath.  A bit like the pension link being restored in 2012, with the proviso that ‘if the time is right’.

Court Cases  

There are a number of people still going through the court system.  Most of them have reached the stage of waiting for the bailiffs to call.  Beryl Pearce, now 86, tells me that she will not be bullied by anyone and will continue her protest.  Brigid Tucker was in court at the end of last month, the magistrates adjourned her case until 23rd August, telling the council officials to sort things out.  Brigid had paid her account mid month, as always.  Unfortunately Brigid lives in the Foot and Mouth restriction zone: she keeps a few Shetland cattle on a friends field and feels that she just cannot cope with the fear of FMD and the courts.  She does say that if they will not allow her to pay later in the month (as for many years), she will be back again.  Brian Jaye has still not received a summons for non payment of the last payment 2006/2007.  Albert Venison and Sylvia Hardy will continue their campaign along with others from the DPAF.

Email addresses

The press has suggested that second class postal charges are expected to rise soon. It is rumoured that it will go up to 29p. If you are on e-mail and would be happy to receive this newsletter through the e-mailing system please let me know. Postage is now our biggest expense. We will, of course, continue to send to those of you without computers as long as we have sufficient funds to do so.

Recruiting campaign
A couple of leaflets are enclosed. It would be marvellous if you could all recruit just one (more if you like!) new member for our campaign. If you are prepared to speak to the press or newspapers regarding council tax or council tax/pensions, please let me know. 

Yours in the cause,
[image: image1]Christine    
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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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Founder - Christine Melsom, 
Willow Cottage, Church Lane, Headley, Hampshire, GU35 8PJ

Web site: www.isitfair.co.uk           E mail: c@isitfair.co.uk          Tel: 01428 712 680
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