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Newsletter 25 – January 2009
The Committee of Isitfair would like to take this opportunity to wish you all a Prosperous New Year. The thought is very much there, but the possibility seems hardly likely. Interest rates are falling and despite Government’s claim that inflation is under control, council tax certainly isn’t. Council tax will once again rise above the rate of inflation for many of us and with derisory, and still falling, interest rates we are digging further and further into our meagre and hard earned savings.

Council Tax Benefit. 

Are you aware of the way this is worked out? I have checked the figures with a council tax benefit officer and they are as follows:

The first £6,000 of savings are ignored, thereafter the following rules apply:

Pensioners. For every £500 (over £6,000 and under £16,000) you are deemed to receive £1 income per week.  So on £1,000 the interest is perceived to be £104 pa when in fact the interest rates have not produced that amount of cash for many years, and certainly now £30-40 pa is more the norm – and decreasing as I write.

Non Pensioners. For every £250 (over £6,000 and under £16,000) you are deemed to receive £1 income---- per week.  So for every £1,000 the interest is perceived to be a stonking great £208 pa.

Anyone just over the limit might just as well take a holiday!!

Remember, Sir Michael Lyons said in his report in March 2007 that the income cap should firstly be raised to £50,000 and eventually be removed altogether. Conveniently ignored by this Government. 

And incidentally - if you know where we can get 10% interest on our savings - please, please let us in on your secret. 

Cold Weather Payments.
These are not now paid to all pensioners, only to those on pension credit. I have asked at Job Centre Plus (who it seems deal with this), and searches on the internet reveal the same answer. NO COLD WEATHER PAYMENT. Apparently, legislation was passed in late 2006 to stop cold weather payments to pensioners (not on pension credit). Now they are available only to those receiving pension credit and to others on benefits. There is also provision for certain health problems.

Interest received by pensioners is now negligible and many are struggling, as you know, to pay their bills. Of course this wretched Government will say get rid of your savings and then you too can claim. What they don’t tell me is who will pay if my central heating breaks down? Who will pay if my roof springs a leak? Who will pay if my sewage system stops working? Certainly not this Government. I know that the answer will always be sell up and use the equity to live on. How long will that last? Certainly not as long as I intend to live. Anyway, why should we? We have worked and saved for our ‘old age’. We expected that our frugality during our working life would certainly allow us holidays and treats during our retirement. Does it heck! I begin to feel that blowing everything and relying on state handouts would be much less of a worry, but independence (and pride I suppose), which many of this war time generation cherish, stops us short of this. 

My advice to the young of today would be don’t bother to think of your future, anything you plan or save for will put you at a disadvantage. There are those who receive state benefits now who did try to provide for the future, but many have been feckless all their lives and are financially better off than those of us who have made provision and taken responsibility for ourselves.

Some Random Thoughts by Janet Kelly

It has for some considerable time been a complete mystery to me how anyone can think council tax a fair tax. For example, the two council areas with respectively the highest and lowest average council tax per dwelling are two adjacent London boroughs. How can this be? And why is it that we, in our modest home in rural(ish) Hampshire, pay more for our local services than residents in similar properties in other areas of the country? Are our pensions higher because we live here? No, of course not. Are wages and salaries higher here? No, they are not. Why do we pay more for our local services than, for example, Mr and Mrs Tony Blair and their ilk in their palatial properties in Westminster? These are just a few examples; there must be thousands illustrating just how illogical, inconsistent and monumentally unfair council tax is.

The answer to these questions, of course, has rather less to do with the efficiency or otherwise of our local councils (although many of them, despite their squeals of protest, embrace with unseemly enthusiasm any new legislation which means they can employ more staff), than with the notoriously complicated and skewed grant system and a one size fits all (which it doesn’t) banding system.

Neither the Labour Party (who can see nothing at all wrong with council tax) nor the Conservative Party (who find nothing wrong with the principle – they invented it after all - but blame the current unfairness and inconsistencies on the government’s manipulation of the grant system) have any intention of getting rid of it. The Liberal Democrats would replace it with a local income tax, but a study of their policy papers reveals a rather unhealthy interest in land value tax, not only for business premises but also for domestic properties.

But it has to be faced. Politicians must accept it. Council tax in its present form is so flawed that it needs at the very least an urgent and truly radical overhaul. It was apparent from the responses to Isitfair’s recent survey that it is generally agreed that too much is expected of council tax, and that any tax raised locally should be used to fund only things which are decided locally. There perhaps is the starting point.

There was a time not so long ago when, deservedly or undeservedly, it was apparently estate agents who were the most despised in our society. Now – aside probably from the bankers and financiers – it must surely be the politicians. So, here is their chance to improve their image. They may feel that council tax reform, in the current financial climate, is not a high priority. They should remember that for many of us it is far and away the highest entry on our bank statement and for most others it is second only to their mortgage payment.

In my household one of us yells at the TV, the other hurls the newspaper in disgust. How can it have come to this? Why is the country in such a mess? The ruling party may well have led us here, but from where I’m sitting it looks as if Her Majesty’s Official Opposition has for quite a lot of the past ten years turned rolling over and playing dead into a fine art. Maybe that’s unfair, but if they have been opposing behind the scenes they need to learn to shout it from the rooftops. And get noticed. Well, now is their chance: impress us by leading the way with some meaningful proposals for council tax reform. That’ll be a start.

Note from Christine: Representatives of Isitfair met with Eric Pickles, Shadow Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, in the House of Commons for an hour on 10 November last. We felt it was a worthwhile meeting. We noted with some satisfaction his scathing comments on excessively high salaries paid to council chief executives; we were informed of Conservative proposals to encourage and enable cross boundary co-operation between councils for cost cutting and efficiency purposes; and that a Conservative Green Paper on Local Government is to be published shortly. Isitfair was promised a copy. We were also warned that any major reform in the council tax system would have to be phased – it could not be otherwise.

Relative Resource Amount and its effect on your council tax by Terry Reilly

The Government decided a few years back to change the parameters with regard to the funding of Councils and introduced terms which the majority would have difficulty in understanding. These are Relative Needs Amount (RNA), Relative Resource Amount (RRA), and Floor Damping Block (FDB). The last mentioned has nothing to do with building structures: it is a mechanism to ensure that there are no detrimental grant changes.

The one which has the greatest effect on pensioners and the lower paid is the Relative Resource Amount (RRA), The Government targets local authorities which include a large proportion of the higher bands, D.E.F.G and H, and decides that because there are more of the higher bands in these areas they can apply a surcharge which is (RRA).

For example, in West Sussex in 2008/9, this led to Central Government funding being £107 per head of population. In comparison Durham, which is also a shire county, received Central Government funding of £280 per head of population.

The effect that this funding anomaly has on pensioners and the lower paid can be catastrophic. In reality we have people in West Sussex and other so called wealthy areas who have lived in their homes for decades - and their incomes could be quite modest – whilst on the other hand we could have people in Durham who are high earners and live in cheaper property (not smaller or inferior just cheaper).

This system is grossly unfair and needs changing. I am not against regional funding for parts of the country which need it, I am against this funding being taken by stealth from pensioners and the lower paid from parts of the country which some politician perceives to be wealthy.

Finally the whole council tax system is discredited and needs to be scrapped.

Note from Christine: Terry Reilly from Burgess Hill, West Sussex, is a member if Isitfair and the Crawley Pensioners and has been in court on several occasions for withholding part of his council tax – the part above the inflation rate. He is still in dispute with his council.

Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS) – Employee and employer (ie taxpayer) contributions

Employee contributions to the LGPS are related to the pay they receive (see below). These contribution rates are the same for all public sector employees (and councillors) who are members of the LGPS. Employee contributions also attract income tax relief (at the applicable marginal rate) and reduced NIC. *The employer (ie taxpayer) contribution for the current year (2008/09) is 18.1% of pensionable pay. In 2009/10 this will rise to 18.6% of pay and in 2010/11 to 19.1% of pay – and is completely unsustainable.  

	Pay Band
	Contribution
	 
	Pay
	Contribution

	
	Employee
	*Employer (taxpayer)
	Employer £ per employee £
	 
	
	Employee
	*Employer (taxpayer)
	Total

	
	
	
	
	 
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	 
	
	
	
	

	£12,000 or less
	5.5%
	18.1%
	£3.29
	 
	£12,000
	£660
	£2,172
	£2,832

	£12,001-£14,000
	5.8%
	18.1%
	£3.12
	 
	£14,000
	£812
	£2,534
	£3,346

	£14,001-£18,000
	5.9%
	18.1%
	£3.07
	 
	£18,000
	£1,062
	£3,258
	£4,320

	£18,001-£30,000
	6.5%
	18.1%
	£2.78
	 
	£30,000
	£1,950
	£5,430
	£7,380

	£30,001-£40,000
	6.8%
	18.1%
	£2.66
	 
	£40,000
	£2,720
	£7,240
	£9,960

	£40,001-£75,000
	7.2%
	18.1%
	£2.51
	 
	£75,000
	£5,400
	£13,575
	£18,975

	£75,001 or more
	7.5%
	18.1%
	£2.41
	 
	£200,000
	£15,000
	£36,200
	£51,200

	Averages
	6.46%
	18.1%
	£2.84
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


*Please bear in mind that the figures we are quoting for employer's contribution are the Hampshire figures, and may be lower -  or even higher - in your area.
Dame Joan Bakewell appointed "Voice of the Elderly"

In November 2008, the Government Equalities Minister, Harriet Harman, appointed Dame Joan Bakewell as "The Voice of Elderly" in Britain. Dame Joan (now 75 years old; fit as flea, and as feisty as ever) will act as an unpaid, "independent and informed advocate" on issues affecting older people's lives and will be invited to give her views on key policy developments, and to speak at Government events. On accepting the job, Dame Joan said: "I look forward to being one of many voices making it widely known what it means to be old, and how to make the most of those important years. We [the elderly] are increasing in numbers and need to be heard."

No doubt Dame Joan is aware of the much discussed "fuel poverty" issue, but is she aware of Council Tax poverty and the fact that many elderly people pay more in Council Tax than they do to heat and light their homes?  Is she aware that you can't reduce your Council Tax bill by wearing another jumper; by insulating your loft, or by fitting energy-saving light bulbs? Is she aware that an increasing number of older folk are paying more in Council Tax than they pay in Income Tax?

She probably is aware of these facts but - to reinforce the message - write to her, or send her an email, and help to push Council Tax further up the political agenda. Remember - as Dame Joan says - the number of elderly people is growing. And we all have a vote - and we use it! The greater the number of letters and emails she receives - the greater will be the impact so - let's get on with it.

Postal contact details for Dame Joan are as follows: For the attention of Dame Joan Bakewell, Government Equalities Office, Eland House – 5/J9, Bressenden Place, London SW1E 5DU. Emails for her attention to VoiceOfOlderPeople@geo.gsi.gov.uk.

(P.S.  If you need to know - the formal way to address her in your letter/email is "Dear Dame Joan".)

A reminder about the Town/Parish Council Tax precept scam by Mike Schofield

In what are known as two-tier Local Government areas, your Council Tax (CT) will be collected by your local District or Borough council and then distributed, in varying amounts, between the County Council; the District or Borough Council; the Police Authority; the Fire & Rescue Authority, and – if you have one – your Town or Parish Council. In Local Government jargon, the amount paid to each of these bodies is known as a precept. Each body sets its own precept every year and the total of all the precepts determines how much your total CT bill will be.

[Note: If you live in an area with a single tier of local government, i.e. a Unitary or a Metropolitan Authority, or if you live in London, fewer bodies share the money. And, in a few places, the Fire Service charge is included in the County charge. Also - with a few exceptions - there are usually no Town or Parish Councils in single tier areas.]

Because there have been some horrendous increases in CT in recent years, and in an attempt to limit the increases in the individual precepts, the Government now specifies a maximum percentage increase that can be applied. This is known as a cap. For 2009/10, the Government has said that it expects increases to be "substantially lower than 5%" and will cap any authority that increases their precept by more than 5%. This applies to the precepts demanded by each body – with the exception of Town and Parish Councils!

This means that Town and Parish Councils can increase their precept by whatever percentage they wish.

Being well aware that the cap does not apply to Towns and Parishes, a growing number of higher-level Councils (County/District/Borough/City) are starting to off-load some of their non-statutory duties onto Towns and Parishes in their area – but keeping the money that they would have had to spend on these duties.

If your Town or Parish council is not already responsible for them, there are a whole host of things that are normally provided by these higher-level councils that can be dumped onto Towns and Parishes. For example: - 

· Provision & maintenance of public conveniences 

· Provision & maintenance of bus shelters 

· Repair & maintenance of public footpaths, bridleways 

· Provision of parking places for vehicles, bicycles, motor-cycles 

· Provision of roadside seats and shelters 

· Provision of traffic signs and other notices 

· Planting of trees and maintenance of roadside verges 

· Provision of litter-bins 

The result of this off-loading has resulted in many Town and Parish precepts rocketing and, in a growing number of cases, now being as much or even more than the precepts demanded by the District or Borough council and push the total increase in CT bills to over the 5% limit – to 6%, 7% or even more.
The Government has been aware of this state of affairs for years and has issued Green Papers and other reports but has done nothing to put a stop to it. The result? More and more non-statutory functions (but not the funds to finance them) are being off-loaded onto Towns and Parishes. Towns/Parishes can’t be forced to take on these extra responsibilities but some do – possibly unaware of the financial implications. Either way, it seems that many of the Districts keep the cash that they had previously been spending on the transferred functions; still increase their precept by just under the 5% cap, and the Town/Parish (i.e. the Town/Parish residents) pay again for the cost of the transferred services through huge increases in their local precepts. 

This is double-taxation, as admitted by the Government in another Green Paper.

There are other possible ramifications from these activities. Many Town/Parish councillors currently decline to pay themselves allowances but - as they take on an increasing number of functions and responsibilities - many are now considering taking up this option, which will push CT bills even higher!

And, in a quietly released government announcement on February 15 2008, the law has been changed so that new Town and Parish councils can be set up without seeking Government approval, which has, up until now, been a requirement. It makes you wonder why – does it not?

So - the floodgates have been well and truly opened. There could be thousands more Councillors; £millions more in allowances and expenses, and the possible additional burden of their pensions because they can all choose to join the gold-plated; index-linked; taxpayer-funded, final-salary Local Government Pension Scheme.

This underhand way of getting round the 5% cap and charging us twice for the same facilities is happening in a number of places now. So - check your CT bill when you receive it in the next couple of months; compare the individual precepts with the amounts demanded last year and, if you are being ripped off, demand to know why. Write to your Council(s); write to your MP; write to the newspapers; create a stink.

Enough is enough!

From Christine: I know we keep banging on about parish and town councils but our worries are not unfounded. Mike Schofield’s article above is not scare mongering, it is already happening with some of these councils once considered to be the least of our worries. They have been given new powers, they have been given the option of collecting ‘allowances’ and believe me they will use them.

And finally,
All councils, police and fire are now in the process of setting their budgets and the papers are full of suggestions that we can expect large rises in our council tax. What do they mean by large? The rises have been large for years. 

As I have said before, UNAFFORDABLE AND UNACCEPTABLE. 

Yours in the cause
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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.









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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