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	To:
	Finance Panel

	Date:
	30th January 2019

	Report of:
	The Head of Financial Services

	Title of Report: 
	The effectiveness of council tax exemption monitoring and how rigorous the process is


	Summary and recommendations

	Purpose of report:
	The Finance Panel requested a report to consider the effectiveness of council tax exemption monitoring, and understand how rigorous the process is. 

	Key decision:
	No

	Executive Board Member:
	Councillor Nigel Chapman, Board Member for Customer Focussed Services

	Corporate Priority:
	An efficient and effective Council

	Policy Framework:
	None

	Recommendation(s):That the Finance Panel resolves to:

	1.
	Note and comment on the report 

	
	


	Appendices 

All appendices are exempt under Paragraph 3, Part 1, of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972. 
Appendix A          Council Tax Exemption Classes Granted at 31/10/18

Appendix B          Council Tax Discount Classes Granted at 31/10/18
Appendix C          Council Tax Discretionary Discounts and Premiums
Appendix D          Review timetable for Council Tax Discounts and Exemptions
Appendix E          Interim Report on SPD Rolling Review Project as at 30/09/18



Introduction and background 
1. The Finance Panel has requested this report to examine the effectiveness of council tax exemption monitoring, and to understand how rigorous the process is. For completeness this report includes reference to council tax discounts too.
Council Tax

2. The net annual collectable debit for Council Tax is c£88.6m, which can fluctuate due to changes in property bands, discounts and exemptions etc.

3. Within Council Tax legislation there are also a number of discounts, exemptions, and reduction schemes available for the Council Tax payer to apply for. These are explained in more detail below.

Exemptions

4. Council Tax is not payable on exempt dwellings. Exemptions are prescribed by the Secretary of State.

5. The list of classes of exempt dwellings is listed at Appendix A.

Statutory Discounts

6. Council Tax is fundamentally a property tax, but there are a number of discounts available that could reduce the charge by 25% or 50%. 

7. Any property that has only one adult resident can receive a 25% discount on their Council Tax, often referred to as the ‘single person discount’. 

8. There may be two or more persons in occupation eligible for a discount thus reducing the charge by 50%.

9. A list of the classes of discounts awarded is shown in Appendix B.

Discretionary Discounts and Premiums

10. A billing authority may reduce the liability of a Council Tax payer to such an extent as it sees fit (0-100%). This is known as a discretionary discount and can be for individual cases, or by determining a class of case. 

11. The council tax charge for long term empty properties is increased by 50% after the property has been empty for more than 2 years. This is referred to as the Long Term Empty (LTE) Premium
12. The Government has announced changes to the Long Term Empty Premium from April 2019; a separate recommendation to increase this is being made to Council through the budget process.
13. The Council is at liberty to set its own Discretionary Discounts and Premiums. Those set by the Council are shown at Appendix C.
Reduction Schemes

14. In certain prescribed circumstances an eligible person can qualify for a one band reduction in their liability due to a disability. This is known as Disabled Band Reduction.

15. The Council Tax Reduction Scheme replaced the abolished Council Tax Benefit in 2013.The Council has retained the fundamentals of the scheme introduced in 2013 although some minor amendments were made to this scheme for the first time in 2018/19. 

Costs of Discounts and Exemptions

16. Adjustments are made to the Council Tax Base calculations to take into account the numbers of discounts and exemptions anticipated in each financial year to arrive at the number of Band D equivalent properties in the City Council area.
17. The table below gives a brief overview of Reliefs, numbers and gross values. The Council Tax base is reduced due to the award of discounts and exemptions therefore it is important that our records are as accurate as possible. Further detail is shown in the appendices.
	Table 1 :  Council Tax exemptions and discounts 

	Type of reduction
	Numbers
	£

	Exemption Classes
	4,615
	£10,497,186

	Single Person Discounts
	16,620
	£7,480,031

	Discount Disregards
	1,031
	£682,925

	Discretionary discounts (Old exemption class A & C)
	108
	£18,586

	Disabled Band Reduction
	208
	£58,036

	Empty Property Discounts
	606
	£914,065

	Council Tax reduction scheme
	8,560
	£9,988,833

	Totals
	31,748
	£29,639,662


Reviewing Discounts and Exemptions

18. Given that the value of council tax exemptions and discounts reduces council tax income by an estimated £29.6m per annum, the Financial Services Team undertakes detailed reviews based on a risk analysis. The reviews of each area are detailed in Appendix D which shows the review timetable for Council Tax discounts and exemptions

19. All Council Tax properties that are empty for more than 6 months are referred to the Empty Homes Officer for action
20. In 2016/17 the services of Oxford City Council Investigation team and Oxfordshire County Council entered in to a partnership to undertake a review of Single Person Discount (SPD) awards across the district. Previously reviews of Single Person Discount awards had been conducted by Capita PLC. 
20
The review was carried out using an intelligent risk-based review of all 17,000 SPD awards in the district.  The review was deemed a success, increasing the income generated while reducing the cost and improving its customer focus. 
21
The Investigations team continue to review the awards of single person discount. The methodology has been refined and the risk assessment outcomes improved as result of the lessons learned from the previous review. A rolling review of SPD has commenced which will allow the increased income and reduced costs previously realised to be retained while vastly reducing the impact of the review on the teams affected and on customers who are deemed to be in the low risk category. A copy of the interim report on the success of the review can be found as Appendix E.
Fraud Investigation

22 Since February 2015 the Councils Fraud Investigation Team has deployed resources to assist with the review of discounts and exemptions. During this period the team have recovered £765,271 and saved £83,341 as follows:

· Council Tax Reduction Scheme (CTRS) overpayments identified for recovery £208,280

· CTRS weekly incorrect benefit savings £83,341

· Council Tax revenue increase from discounts / exemption removals £556,991

23
The Fraud Investigation team works closely with the Revenues Team. The team delivers Council-wide fraud awareness training to all staff to ensure high levels of vigilance throughout the authority. This results in high quality referrals to the team which detail suspicions of Council Tax fraud and irregularity.

24
Proactively, the team uses its own bespoke data matching software to conduct Single Person Discount reviews for the authority. A full review of all discounts was conducted in the financial year 2017/2018, and since then, a rolling review has been put in place which is less disruptive to customers, and results in a manageable amount of work for the Revenues team who effect the system changes.”
Conclusion
25
There is a robust process in place by both the Revenues and Investigations Teams to ensure discounts and exemptions are correctly awarded and appropriate action is taken against those that claim a discount or exemption fraudulently.
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