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Overall comments 

Citizens Advice Wandsworth is concerned about the impact of the proposed 

changes on nearly 5,500 low income households – many of whom are vulnerable 

but may not be on the list of protected groups that the Council proposes. Many 

are already struggling financially as a result of benefit caps and freezes, with 

further reductions to come in 2016. Many working families are financially 

unstable due to relatively low wages and job insecurity. Even marginal increases 

in outgoings can be enough to push these households into debt, with a knock-on 

negative impact on health and mental health. In the long-run, asking the poorer 

people in the Borough to pay at least 30% of the Council Tax could cost the local 

authority, health and care providers far more that then the £584,000 net savings 

the Council predicts. 

We are particularly concerned about the impact on our poorest and most 

vulnerable clients. Those with mental health problems, who constitute over half 

of our clients, are not included in the list of proposed protected groups. Families 

paying high rents in the private sector are also a major concern for us because 

debt for them can progress to rent arrears and loss of tenure and home. That in 

turn will increase the homelessness bill for Wandsworth Council. We are also 

concerned that the proposed changes will have a disproportionate effect on 

BME. The Council’s Equality Impact Assessment shows a larger negative impact 

on Black/African/Caribbean/Black British claimants. 

We conducted a two-week waiting room survey in our local advice centres, 

asking clients how they would cope if they had to pay 30% of their CT. The 

results are in figure 1 below. The most worrying result was that a third of clients 

who pay no CT now and over half of clients who pay some CT thought they 

would have to borrow money to pay a bigger bill. This is in line with other 

research findings. The Children’s Society survey of households with CT debt (The 

Wolf at the door) found that over half had borrowed to pay the bill and 10% had 
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borrowed from a payday lender, increasing their debts overall. A survey by York 

Citizens Advice of clients who lost CT support found 1 in 3 had paid by taking on 

other debt.   

 

Figure 1 Responses from CAW clients when asked how they would cope with a minimum 30% CT payment 

Other early evidence suggests a knock-on effect of minimum payment schemes 

when they rise year on year. People may manage the first year of payment, but 

an increase in subsequent years becomes unmanageable and arrears rise. For 

example, in Waltham Forest after a 6.5% increase, summonses shot up from 

1,300 to 6,280 in two consecutive years. In the boroughs when the minimum 

payment has been increased, bailiff referrals also increased by 50% (figures from 

Too Poor to Pay, Zacchaeus 2000 and Child Poverty Action Group). 

Whether or not the proposals are implemented, but particularly if they are, we 

suggest that consideration is given to other ways to recover CT arrears. Using 

bailiffs to collect immediately adds £75 to the debt, followed by a further £235 

on the first visit. Charging court fees for the summons also adds to the debt. 

Court costs added £8.5m to the amount owed by Londoners in arrears in 2014-

15. Small arrears become unmanageable if debts are collected in this way this 

way. 
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We would urge the Council not to go ahead with the proposed minimum CT 

payment. However, if the Council is determined to impose a minimum payment 

it should consider the following suggestions: 

 Introduce a lower minimum payment and/or phase in the minimum 

contribution in stages – don’t hit people in one go with a large 

contribution. 

 Stop using bailiffs for collecting CT debts (additional costs and distress for 

families). 

 Similarly, court costs for summonses should be limited or waived (as is 

done elsewhere) to stop the debt increasing 

 Give the Director of Finance delegated discretion to waive costs when 

taking recovery action, as proposed in Committee Paper 15-386. 

 The Council should allow negotiation even when the debt has been 

referred to an enforcement agency – in line with Government guidance  

 Accounts should be put on hold for 21 days when first instalment is 

missed to allow time for debt advice. At the moment people lose the right 

to pay in instalments very quickly (in a week) 

 Residents in arrears should be signposted to Citizens Advice or another 

source of debt advice – the Council should make sure adequate debt 

advice provision is in place 

 There should be plenty of advance warning – some clients responding to 

our survey wrongly believed they would still automatically be exempt. Thy 

have not understood the proposals. 

Responses to consultation questions posed by WBC 

Question 9 

Do you feel it is reasonable that the Council should seek to balance the 

needs of CTR recipients and Council Tax payers? 

Of course it is reasonable that the Council balances needs. We feel the question 

is more whether the proposed changes achieve that balance. 

The Council has committed to maintaining a very low CT and local residents 

consequently pay one of the lowest rates in the country. We are aware that 

there is very limited scope for increases in CT but even a very low increase in CT 

could avoid the need for people on low incomes having to meet a new cost from 
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already stretched household budgets, whilst maintaining low CT for other 

residents not in receipt of CTR. That would seem to be a good balance. 

There are many people in Wandsworth on relatively low incomes who are paying 

high private rents because other housing options are inaccessible. They are 

particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of reduced CTR payments. About 

27% of Londoners live in poverty after housing costs are taken into account, the 

majority in a working family (London Poverty Profile, NPI report). 

Question 10 

Do you agree with the Council adopting a 'Working Age' CTR Scheme 

requiring most households to contribute a minimum of 30% towards the 

cost of their Council Tax liability/bill? 

As stated in our overall comments above, we do not agree with the proposal. 

The largest CT arrears have been found where a minimum payment system has 

been introduced, according to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation report How have 

low-income families been affected by changes to council tax support?  (March 2014). 

Since the introduction of the new CTR scheme, levels of arrears and bailiff 

referrals have risen nationally, and collection rates fallen.  

We fear that the costs of the unintended consequences of introducing the 30% 

minimum in terms of local indebtedness, consequent arrears collection and 

impact on health and mental health could well outweigh the relatively small net 

savings forecast by the Council. 

Question 12 

Within the proposed scheme the following households would not have to 

make the 30% minimum contribution: 

Protected Households: 

Households receiving a disability premium within their CTR award (including for a child) 

Households receiving a carer's premium within their CTR award (Claimant or Partner) 

Households receiving the Support Component of Employment and Support Allowance 

(Claimant or Partner) 

Households residing in a property that has been re-banded for disability purposes 

Households receiving a War Disablement or War Widows Pension 

Households with a child under 3 years old 
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To what extent do you agree or disagree with this approach? 

 

We would agree in part with this approach.  

We strongly urge the Council to exempt households with a child under 5 and 

would further suggest that provision is made to exempt people with diagnosed 

mental health difficulties. People with mental health difficulties are not 

specifically mentioned in the impact assessment, but obviously vulnerable. We 

see a lot of clients with mental health problems who struggle to manage their 

finances. 

The contribution required from people in protected groups should be nil. 

Question 14 

The 2015/16 CTR Scheme included the following elements which reduced 

the level of support available for working age claimants: 

1. Those living in band F, G and H properties had their maximum 

support capped to the level of a band E property. 

2. Those who were entitled to less than £3 a week, received no support 

towards their Council Tax bill. 

The proposed scheme for 2016/17 will not include these elements 

To what extent do you agree or disagree with this approach? 

We agree in part. 

We agree with the proposal to scrap the minimum payable award. Even small 

amounts help people who are benefits, or whose budgets are really tight as they 

struggle to pay high private sector rents. 

We are concerned that capping maximum support at band E exposes some low 

income and vulnerable (but unprotected) households to having to make up large 

shortfalls from stretched household budgets or to move to lower CT band 

properties. This can be very difficult to achieve without serious disruption to 

employment and schooling arrangements. 
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Question 16 

Under the current scheme, a person with an income above the means test 

level has their CTR reduced by 25%. The Council is proposing that in future 

the reduction should be 20%. 

Based on the figures given, we would support the 20% reduction. 

Question 17 

Do you agree with or disagree that the calculation of CTR should align with 

other means-tested Welfare Benefits? 

This would mean the amounts used within the calculation will not increase 

other than those related to disability. 

The rules for current mainstream benefits (Job Seekers Allowance, Income 

Support) are different to those that will apply to Universal Credit, which has only 

just started to be rolled out in Wandsworth. The Council needs to be clearer 

which rules it is proposed to align CTR calculations with. We assume UC in the 

longer-term. This is logical, but the interim arrangement pending full roll-out 

must be clear. 

The freezing of personal allowances and premiums will only add to the financial 

difficulties we feel would accompany the 30% minimum payment proposals for 

unprotected groups. 

Question 19 

It is proposed to align the CTR scheme with new Housing Benefit rules on 

'declared earnings'. This will mean that any earnings declared will relate to 

the period they were earned rather than when they were received. 

It is logical that the scheme is aligned with HB rules. However, we note that this 

means that wages/income will be assessed in real time and from the date a 

claimant starts work. There is therefore potential for more overpayments unless 

claimants are vigilant about informing the CTR office at the time of the income 

change, rather than the date on which wages are paid. This change must be 

communicated clearly to claimants. 

 



7 
 

Question 20 

Please use the space below to comment on any part of the proposed 

Council Tax Reduction scheme: 

Please see overall comments above. 


