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NEWSLETTER 26 – APRIL 2009
As we are all aware, all of the leading political parties are wedded to the idea that in some way or another local services should be funded through a property or land tax. They say that it is fair, and that it is easy to collect. Rubbish. It is not fair and neither is it easy to collect. Why, if the claim of these parties is correct, does so much remain uncollected at the end of each year, and why is so much written off? Millions and millions of pounds is never collected and so forces up the tax for the dunned council tax payer the following year. And vast amounts of money will continue to remain uncollected.

And, another thing, if this Government and the other parties want to see fairness, then everyone, just everyone, should pay towards the services we all use. Not just the property owner or lessee. Everyone! Some of you may well say that it is just sour grapes, but let’s look at this from different points of view.

· Is it necessarily right that someone living in a large house paying full council tax (two people) pays more than another living in a smaller house? Because they live in a larger house, does it mean they are wealthier? Of course it doesn’t. Value and size of your property does not always indicate a good income.

· Is it right that someone with a house in one part of the country pays more than another who lives elsewhere? Because they live in another area, does it mean that they are richer? No, of course it doesn’t.

· Is it right that a household with three or more incomes pays the same as a household with one or two? Of course it isn’t.

These three points illustrate just how the necessity for the ability to pay from income must be an effective part of any funding of local government

Then there is the Budget. I have to say that I am bitterly disappointed that the Chancellor did not raise the £16,000 savings level that precludes people from claiming council tax benefit. As we have said before, people on pension credit are already financially better off than those with small savings over £16,000. I suppose I could get rid of my meagre savings and throw myself ‘on the parish’, but who will repair my roof, who will pay for repairs on the necessary car? Add together housing benefit, pension credit, council tax benefit, free health services and now the £10,000 savings discounted – anyone claiming all of these benefits is doing very nicely thank you.

The £16,000 capital limit is a joke. At current interest rates (0.5%) that most banks are offering for instant access you would have to deposit one million pounds to get £5,000 a year in interest. To get the average salary of £14,000 per annum you would therefore have to deposit £2.8million and find 56 different banks with these accounts so you would have protected deposits. I have nothing like a million pounds so can see myself slowly shrinking poorer and I do not know of many people who do have more than a million in ready assets.

The Government has created a new underclass; they have created a section of the community that have, because of their frugality during their working life, made preparations for their retirement but whose money is now no longer enough. The continual rises in council tax, food, heating costs and the non-existence of interest, has meant that they are now using some of their savings for everyday living. They have just too much (savings) to qualify for benefits and too little to maintain a decent quality of life. They see some people living it up on every benefit under the sun, even holidays overseas. Services supposedly free from the NHS are not available to them. Dentists are only taking on children and those receiving benefits.

This is a budget of two parts: the first part is to soak their perception of the rich; the second part is to appease that section of the community which will possibly vote for them. Those caught in between: the third, or perhaps more accurately the middle part, have been completely ignored, they can go on struggling to pay the bills, many of them

living from hand to mouth. It is time that this section of the community made itself heard – and this budget is fast pushing them in that direction.

Local Elections. Local elections will take place this June for county councils and some unitary authorities. This is your opportunity to make candidates listen to your views on council tax and irresponsible spending. Contact the candidates or their local party headquarters. Write to local newspapers demanding that candidates state their positions on council tax and future spending. Consider voting tactically in marginal divisions to punish high increase councils. You can check past election results on the local council website or by ringing the local district council. Be heard, make your views and needs known. 

Be HEARD and VOTE against unfair Council Tax.


Isitfair member calls up the big guns. Council tax is already too high and unfair without our being asked to pay more for a possible Valuation Office mistake.

Cyril Martin from Dorset has been a member of the Isitfair campaign for some years. He has appeared in court on several occasions for non-payment of part of his council tax bill. He thinks his house is in the wrong band and has fought long and hard for fourteen years to try to prove this. At last a BIG GUN has decided to take up his cause, and Cyril recently received a visit from Oliver Letwin his MP and a Shadow Cabinet Minister. Mr Letwin decided that he would see for himself if Cyril’s complaint has any foundation. He came to the conclusion that it had. “It was an open and shut case.” The two houses opposite Cyril are just the same as his but are banded one band lower. Mr Letwin has now become very involved in this issue and will be fighting Cyril’s corner. He has written to the Chief Executive Officer of the Valuation Office. He hopes that he will not receive a letter trying to explain why two identical houses can be treated so differently.

I will let you know of any developments. Let’s hope that the Valuation Office sees sense and puts his and his neighbours’ properties in the correct band. Preferably DOWNWARDS.

New Unitary Councils. From 1 April 2009, 44 district and county councils have been replaced by just nine serving 3.2 million residents. Cornwall, Wiltshire, Shropshire, Northumberland and Durham will each have a single unitary council. Cheshire will be divided into one unitary council for Cheshire West and Chester and another for Cheshire East, while Bedfordshire will have two unitary council areas - Bedford Borough and Central Bedfordshire.

Government ministers said the changes will save money, cut waste and boost services while providing stronger local leadership and making it easier for residents to access council services.

But here is what a member from Penwith in Cornwall has to say. “I thought that the one compensation for having the new Cornwall Council so undemocratically imposed on us was that public money would be saved and we council tax payers would benefit. Yet according to the “Breakdown of Charges” on my 2009/10 Council Tax bill, the charge for Cornwall Council is £1,074.97 which breaks down to a combination of last year’s charges for Cornwall County Council and Penwith District Council PLUS NEARLY 5%. Not only is that the figure we would probably have paid if the unitary authority had been abandoned (so where’s the saving?) but with inflation so low and the economy teetering on deflation, how can they justify such an increase?”

How many more of you are experiencing the same?

Cold weather payments. Our last Newsletter provoked the following response from Sheila of the Devon Pensioners’ Action Forum:

Why are pensioners not on benefits NOT expected to feel the cold?

Are we living in a different climate?

Are we living in a different country?

Are we living on a different planet?

Have we got thicker skins?

Or is it that when we jump up and down in anger against this crazy Government they think we can keep ourselves warm?
No answer to that!

Court Cases. Terry Reilly, a long standing member of Isitfair, was in court again on 16 April - for non payment of part of his council tax. He has for a number of years withheld the amount his CT has risen above the inflation rate (RPI). Terry took the opportunity to draw the court’s attention to the injustice of the government grant system which had led to inconsistencies in council tax bills across the country and to the huge above inflation rises since 2003, in his own district (Mid Sussex) and, of course, in many other areas not favoured by central government, perhaps most notably the Shire counties.  He cited a number of examples, for instance, the average CT per dwelling in Manchester was £768; in Durham £1,060; in Mid Sussex it was £1,444 and in Redbridge (Surrey) £1,692.

Terry said, “From time to time I have written to Central Government and the responses have been arrogant and patronising. For example, when I asked why Mid Sussex District Council had increased council tax by 154.4% in 11 years I was told that they had acted “within the rules” and the government would not defend me. I was also told that I could get free eye-tests, and council tax benefit was available when I had run out of money. I have also had meetings with my MP and have exhausted all the channels available to me. I am a pensioner who has lived in this country since birth. I do not own a baseball bat or a Rottweiler, and I am therefore a soft target. I have to pay for all my needs including my own videos, bath-plugs and barbecues! I have control over my water consumption by meter. I can turn down the thermostat and wear extra clothing to minimise my heating bills. There is no escape however from this iniquitous and regressive tax which is politically manipulated. I am not a council tax rebel; I am a council tax victim.”

The magistrates were plainly not unsympathetic but, even so, awarded costs to the council and issued another liability order. Terry was well supported by a lusty band of fellow campaigners. The full transcript of Terry’s statement to the courts can be found at http://www.isitfair.co.uk/publicforum2/viewtopic.php?t=4831 

Survey results (Councillors’ Allowances). The results of the Isitfair survey are shown below:

	
	Yes
	No

	(a) Do you know the names of your councillors?
	60.1%
	39.9%

	(b) Do you know what committees or groups, if any, they sit on in the council(s)?
	22.9%
	77.1%

	(c) Do you know whether they sit on more than one council or publicly-funded body?
	14.4%
	85.6%

	(d) Do you know how much they receive, in total, in allowances, expenses, etc?
	10.8%
	89.2%

	(e) Do you know if being a councillor is their only job?
	10.8%
	89.2%

	(f) Should this information be available either on the internet or in a public place?
	94.4%
	5.6%


Our thanks to all of you who responded. We are working on a follow up. More details later. In the meantime, here is what member Mike Schofield has to say.

It can be a bit tortuous, and require a bit of effort, but there is a perfectly legal way to get hold of all this information. By law – and within 28 days of being elected – all councillors (parish, district, borough, metropolitan, county, unitary, whatever) have to fill in a document listing all interests they have that could affect any decisions they make on behalf of the voters who elected them. They must also keep this information up to date. The information that councillors must provide includes which publicly funded bodies they sit on; what jobs or businesses they have, etc. The council then keeps this in a Register of Interests. Some councils make this information available on their web sites but many do not. However, anyone can examine the Register of Interests at any of their council offices. You may need to make an appointment but the council can’t refuse to let you examine the data – and make notes.

Once you know what bodies they sit on (councils, Fire or Police Authorities, Regional Assemblies, etc) you can then get hold of the information about how much in allowances and expenses they claim from each body. Here again, the availability of this information is a legal requirement. Many councils put this information on their web site, but some don’t so a request to the council offices may be needed. 

How much simpler the whole thing would be if all this information were available in one place. But then it would be too easy for us to see where our money is going, wouldn’t it!

You may want to look into what your councillors are costing you – and then decide if you are getting value for money. You may well be surprised at some of the facts and figures that pop out. You may find that a large number of your councillors are “double hatters”, that is members of both County and District or Borough Councils. Many will have seats on an unelected Police or Fire Authority (thus rendering them “triple” or even “multiple” hatters!!) How many will have chosen to belong to the Local Government Pension Scheme? 

Well, well. As Arthur Daley, “Del Boy” Trotter, and Sir Fred Goodwin, might say, “Being a councillor is a nice little earner.”  Mike’s analysis of Hampshire County Council is available on request.

Dame Joan Bakewell “Voice of the Elderly”. Our thanks to those of you who wrote to Dame Joan drawing her attention to the council tax problem. Here for your information is the reply I received to my letter:

Dear Christine Melsom, 

Several of those who are active supporters of your campaign have drawn my attention to the work of Isitfair. . I know the extent to which the Council Tax is proving an ever growing burden on older people. I congratulate you on all you are doing to draw attention to the problem.

I am working alongside you to draw the attention of the public at large to the problems old people face. My remit is broad - covering everything from the age of retirement, the pensions crisis, concerns about care homes, and the issues around terminal illness...to name just a few. This being the case I am not in a position to meet up with each of the thriving active lobbies that are doing so much good work. My role is to take the debate to the broader public and keep the relevant government departments aware of what older people are thinking.

This is why although I cannot accept your invitation to meet; I am always pleased to hear of your latest initiatives. I hope you will keep me fully informed.

Thank you
Joan Bakewell.

Titbits
· In 1858, the Thames - or the Great Stink as it was called - was so polluted by sewage that the smell forced sittings in the House of Commons to be abandoned. That was then - when the stink came from OUTSIDE the Commons. Now, 150 years later, the river is clean but the stink remains, the only difference being that the smell now emanates from inside. Will it take another 150 years to get rid of it this time?

· At a recent ecotown protest meeting, an elderly gentleman from North Korea said that the way in which the local district council was handling the matter was, to him, strangely familiar. He added that here we may have freedom of speech but nobody listens. How true.

· Straight from MP Ben Bradshaw’s mouth – “Pensioners pay more in council tax than the working population as they do not pay income tax.” Said at DPAF AGM Sat 25th April.
MPs' expenses furore.  Why did they do it?  Because they could, and because there were plenty more of them doing the same. It was there so such a pity not to take it. Or so it would seem. The system is wrong and the system should be blamed along with the MPs who agreed that system and then worked it.  And if they felt no guilt, if in their consciences they truly believed that what they were doing was right, why did so many of them fight so hard to avoid publicity?

I despair of them. How long did they think they could get away with it? Presumably to have got that far, to have been elected Members of Parliament, they must be in possession of a modicum of common sense and intelligence. Surely in the back of their minds there must have been the question, "Is this right?", closely followed by, "What happens if it isn't and I am found out?" Paying back bits and pieces of the monies wrongly claimed is not the answer, the damage has already been done, they are only fanning the flames. Benefits cheats, quite rightly, end up in court and are punished. Are they really any different?

And finally,

When you have read this newsletter, please don’t bin it.  Pass it on to a neighbour or anyone who might be interested. 
Yours in the cause

Christine

Available (details on request):


car stickers, envelope stickers, Isitfair Introductory Booklet & Leaflet





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