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Newsletter 23 – August 2008
The Government
The Government is once again blaming the impoverishment of the low paid and the pensioner on the rises in council tax demands.  Mr O'Brien, a Government Minister, forgot to add the usual Government get out that “it is the councils’ fault”.  I suspect that he would be well aware of the furore the usual spiel would cause.  The Government must accept that it is through their efforts that council tax has risen so spectacularly since 1997.  More demand for councils to supply services and the fact that 94% of the councils’ grants have the sticky finger of this nanny Government within them.

And as for the grants, the system in this country is laughable.  How can it be fair when counties in some parts of the country receive just £108 per head of population and others £325 per head?


This year the demand for council tax topped £24.9 billion: over two and a half times the figure of £9.8 billion in 1998.  What can you expect when the councils’ employment numbers continue to swell, thus higher salary bills and even more for the voracious appetite of the local government pension scheme. It has to stop. Government and local government must be slimmed down.  At present I feel that they must have a department somewhere in Whitehall and in every County Hall and Town Hall across the country, filling their days thinking up new ways to spend our money.

Uncollected Council Tax
Once again the uncollected council tax is well over £600 million, slightly less than the year before but pretty stagnant.  The Shire Counties are averaging a 98.19% collection rate; the Metropolitan Councils come in at 95.6%, and Unitaries at 96.7% (I thought they were going to be cheaper and more efficient). The worst collection rate in the country is Manchester, 10.9% uncollected, followed closely by Salford standing at 10%. (Salford is the constituency of Hazel Blears, the Secretary of State for Communities & Local Government). Incidentally, the worst collecting authority in the Shires is Blair’s old constituency, Sedgefield, collecting 95.28%.

When I first wrote to Hazel Blears asking for a meeting to discuss council tax, I received a letter saying that neither she nor John Healey had anything to say to us about council tax, except that there was nothing wrong with it.  Of course she would say that, wouldn’t she?  But if there is nothing wrong with the system, why does this huge sum remain uncollected?

Council Tax has been used as a convenient pocket for this Government in which to hide unacceptable taxes that should be paid for centrally and hence by the whole of the population.  Council tax reform is long overdue.  The council taxpayers are not prepared to accept any more sops. Change it now.
Members’ Allowances
Redundancy Payments  The suggestion in a recent White Paper that Leaders of Councils and Cabinet Members should receive redundancy money of £60,000 on losing their seat is unacceptable, undeserved and unaffordable. They already receive generous allowances and are entitled, if they wish to join the more than generous local government pension scheme.

Although some councillors look on their council ‘job’ as full-time employment many are also involved in business and, together with allowances and expenses, are on a nice little earner.  I hope that their original thoughts on becoming a councillor were not, ‘What is in it for me, and how much can I make out of this’.  They must realise when they stand for election that being on the winning side could be short lived, and that they may not be in control for long.  They were voted in on promises, not always kept, of serving the public to the best of their ability, and not to be given a seat on the gravy train. How long before they too demand a ‘John Lewis List’?

As the Government tells them how to spend well over 90% of their budget, and the council employs many thousands at huge expense to carry out the works of local government – including heads of department receiving extortionate salaries – I would have thought that the salaries received by councillors during occupation of the county hall were ample reward. It seems to me that the government, through this White Paper, is trying to curry favour with the leaders of local government. How long before all councillors demand the same treatment?

I hope that the voters will be very vocal in their disagreement with this Government’s ludicrous suggestion.

Independent Remuneration Panels  Local authorities throughout the country appoint Independent Remuneration Panels (IRP) which meet periodically to consider Members’ Allowances.  The Hampshire County Council Panel has been meeting recently and is due to report its findings to the County Council in November.  Isitfair made a submission before this panel.  It appears that the Leader and Cabinet were not seeking increases in their allowances and neither were the vast majority of members, although it seems they were not against a recommendation that for this year their allowances should rise in line with the local government pay award!  This is in accordance with the current Scheme.  We suggested that anything more would send out the wrong message to both the electorate and employees of the Councils and that the same principle must apply for 2009/10 and in the future.  We have not printed our submission here as it is only relevant to Hampshire, but anyone who would like a copy, please ask (sae please).  This may well help you if you decide to sit before the Panel at a later date.  Something that our research did reveal and which concerned us quite a lot was the amount of “double-hatting” which is going on. This is when a county councillor is also a member (even a Leader!) of a district council.  Very lucrative and perhaps not in the best interests of democracy.  He/she may also be an appointed member of the Police Authority or the Fire Authority resulting in a few cases of “triple-hatting”! 

Council Tax Banding
This has been a thorn in the side of the population since its inception.  The question always niggles.  Am I in the right band?  Next doors house is bigger than ours, but it is in the same band?  The questions go on and on.

One of our members, together with the rest of the people living in his close, have at last managed to convince the VOA that their houses were in the wrong band.  They have all been banded down from G to F and received a nice little cheque backdated to when the houses were built.  It has taken a long time but his persistence has paid off.

Of course it is quite possible that your house could be banded upwards when you apply to the Valuation Office.  Perhaps when the estate agents drove past your house when assessment was taking place, they thought all the houses in the road were the same.  Were they?  So careful thought needs to be given.  Exactly that happened in Lancashire, one person queried his banding, his was correctly banded, but they others were one band too low.  He was not a popular man.

You cannot, when buying a house, rely on the banding given with the house details received from the estate agents.  If any extensions or alterations have been made, then you may well find the council tax band will rise.  One tip to see if this might happen is to check the property on the VOA website www.voa.gov.uk.  If the property is marked then revaluation will take place on the completion of the sale.  Unfortunately it does not work the other way. If the house is falling down, the council tax won't.

Transfers between spouses on divorce or an Inheritance Tax transfer of a share are not relevant transactions and do not, therefore, trigger a review of the appropriate council tax banding.

The Government has said that they do not intend a revaluation during this term.  What will happen in 2010 (or whenever the next election takes place)?  We cannot say.  What we do say is that any Government that reforms council tax, and bases it on the ability to pay from income will become very popular with most of our members.  In many cases it is the biggest household bill and rises more, much more, than the rate of inflation year on year.

Survey of Isitfair Members by Michael Boon
As many of you will know, we recently asked our membership to complete a short questionnaire concerning their beliefs with respect to certain aspects of the Council Tax system.  This is a brief report on the findings from this survey.  A fuller report will eventually be placed on the Isitfair website and will then also be available in hard copy format.

Overall, we received more than 500 usable responses.  Although this is about half the number that are normally included in published national opinion polls, detailed analysis of these results has shown that the sample is both large enough and sufficiently representative of the Isitfair membership to be highly significant.  The results may not, however, be representative of the population as a whole.

Respondents were asked, in effect, to give their “gut reactions” to five statements.  Overall, the results are very clear.  By a majority of just over 16 to 1 you said that your Council Tax bills were higher than your heating bills.  This was, of course, just before the recent huge rises in gas and electricity prices really began to bite.  However, since the government was also concerned about “fuel poverty” before these rises, it would appear that it really ought to be more concerned about “Council Tax poverty” – at least insofar as the Isitfair members are concerned!  Unless Isitfair members tend to live in highly banded and well insulated houses, (or only heat a tiny fraction of their living space), this particular result should apply more widely – at least to those parts of the country where the Isitfair membership is highest, (which, as it turns out, are the places where Council Tax bills tend to be significantly higher for a given income, than they are elsewhere).

Your responses also gave a clear picture of your views on local versus national taxation.  By a majority of more than 53 to 1 you agreed that local taxation should only be used to pay for things that are decided locally.  You also agreed, by a majority of more than 11 to 1, that national taxation should only be used to pay for things that are decided nationally.  Clearly, a small but significant minority of you think that national taxation should also be used to pay for things that are decided locally.

You also gave strong support, by a majority of over 19 to 1, to the view that eligibility for Council Tax Benefit should only depend upon incomes and that savings should be disregarded.  This suggests that there is an undercurrent of opinion that wealth should not be taxed.  However, your responses to the statement that “I would be perfectly happy to pay a tax based on the value of my property if only the bill were to be a lot smaller”, which you agreed with by a majority of nearly 2 to 1, would indicate that this view is not necessarily held all that strongly!  This is an area that we will probably need to probe in more detail.  So we may be asking you for further help in the future!

Meeting with Julia Goldsworth MP (Liberal Democrats)
On 10 July Christine, Michael Boon and Janet Kelly travelled to Westminster to meet with Julia Goldsworthy MP, the Liberal Democrat Shadow Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government.  Our prime purpose was to try to clarify the Lib Dems’ current position on local taxation.

Julia explained that Lib Dem policy would, first and foremost, be to get rid of council tax and replace it with a local income tax.  However, once that had settled, it is likely that they would – in order to balance the tax system – introduce a Land Value Tax which would apply to domestic properties and run alongside local income tax.  It is plain that the Lib Dems are still working on the detail of their LIT proposal, but Julia did state that it was proposed that local councils would set the LIT rates and that initially LIT would be geared to raise the same amount of money as CT, with the level of support from Central Government remaining the same.  She estimated that the LIT would be about 3% but with leeway either side of that figure. Michael warned that firstly, in his opinion, payrolls would not cope well with a system based on a large number of rates (they could maybe cope with one based on allowances); and secondly, that this version of LIT could well turn out to be a national tax disguised as a local one.

We left Julia with some reading matter and a selection of Michael’s tables illustrating how the current system appears to be failing, how the situation can be improved, and how local authority spending is almost entirely determined by Central Government.

The Business Rates Delusion by Michael Boon
From time to time many interested parties argue that the National Non Domestic Rates, (NNDR or Business rates), should be repatriated so that they could be determined by Local Authorities.  On the part of Local Authorities generally, this is probably nothing more than a simple power grab.  There is no doubt that some Local Authorities collect more via Business Rates than they receive back from Central Government after redistribution.  Many of these Local Authorities, (and / or their residents), appear to imagine that if only they retained the Business Rates that they collected, then Council Tax for their residents / electorate could be reduced.  This is almost certainly a delusion.

In principle, the total grant from Central Government to each Local Authority is nothing more than the difference between what Central Government thinks that that Local Authority “ought” to spend and what it “ought” to raise by way of Council Tax.  The Central Government grant is usually shown as being made up of three major components.  These are the Revenues Support Grant, (RSG), the redistributed NNDR and the Police Grant.  However, this separation is really just window dressing.  It is almost inevitable that, if Business rates were to be “repatriated”, any winnings would be “taxed away” by a reduction in the RSG and any losses would be made up by similar increases in RSG.  The overall fiscal position of any Local Authority would be essentially unchanged.

There also appears to be considerable misunderstanding as to how the NNDR is redistributed.  Actually, although it may appear rather complicated, every single resident receives, via his Local Authority, exactly the same subsidy from NNDR per head in total.  If we take the fiscal year 2005-06, (i.e. before education spending disappeared from Local Authority “spending” and grants), then we can see that each service received exactly the same amount per head.  Every separate fire and rescue service received a grant labelled as “redistributed NNDR” of £11.55p, (and a few extra decimal places), per head.  Similarly each Police Authority received an NNDR based grant of £16.25p per head, whereas each District Council received a redistributed NNDR amount of £28.88p per head.  The position with County Councils is slightly more complicated.  Some County Councils, (e.g. Surrey), run their own fire services whereas others, (e.g. Hampshire), do not.  Those counties like Hampshire and Durham that do not run their own fire services receive a redistributed NNDR amount of £304.36p per head.  Those that do run their own fire services, like Gloucestershire or Cumbria, received the larger amount of £315.91p per head – which is £11.55p more, (i.e. the same amount as the separate fire service receive).  With two exceptions, Unitary Councils, London Boroughs and Metropolitan Councils, all receive a redistributed NNDR amount of £333.24p per head.  Because, in effect they provide the same services in total as are provided by District and County Councils separately, it is no surprise to discover that this amount is simply the same as the latter receive separately, (i.e. £304.36 plus £28.88).  The two exceptions are The Isle of Wight and the Scilly Isles, which run their own fire services.  Quite naturally, these two Authorities receive and amount via NNDR of £344.78p per head of population.  This consists of the fire services element, (£11.55), plus the usual Unitary Council element, (£333.24).  As a result of these various paths of support, everybody receives an NNDR subsidy of £361.04 per head.

It would appear from this that any policy on Business Rates is of little real interest to Isitfair supporters.  None of the proposals currently on the table will make any difference. 

Rubbish Tax ‘Pay-as-you-Throw’ by Mike Schofield
We are being deceived and lied to.  In June 2008 a 412-page Government report that Ministers tried to keep secret came to light and shows that it is official Government policy to cut weekly bin collections, shrink the size of household bins, and roll out new bin taxes which could be as much as £466 per household, per annum.

Other ideas in the report are about forcing residents to buy bin bags from their local council at a cost of 75p each, and refusing to collect any 'non approved' bags.

The reason given for these measures is to increase recycling and, even though Government Ministers have always claimed that any implementation of a new bin tax will be a matter for each local authority to decide, the report shows that Central Government will 'encourage' local authorities to make the 'right decision' - which makes the whole business sound like a 'done deal'.

Isitfair supports voluntary recycling schemes, which are working well as recycling rates are on target to achieve 40% by 2010 as confirmed by DEFRA, but it is not convinced that the introduction of a new tax is justifiable.  However, the Government has invested so much time and money into researching this subject, that it is probably not a matter of IF these new measures are imposed, but WHEN they are imposed.

The Government simply cannot be trusted to be truthful on this matter and Isitfair strongly recommends that every taxpayer should contact their MP to voice their concern. In 2010 - or whenever the next General Election is called - feedback received leads us to believe that this will be a key policy area that will decide how many people vote - and who they vote for.

Yours in the cause,
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Christine    

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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