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Debt Justice's submission to the Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local
Government on modernising and improving the administration of council tax

Introduction

Debt Justice is a campaighing organisation that exists to end unjust debt and its root
causes. Through campaigning, community organising, research and activism, we build
collective power by working with the people most affected by household debt in the UK.

In May 2025, we launched our research Ban the Bailiffs: Ending the use of bailiffs for

council tax debt. This complements our Together Against Debt People’s Manifesto,
developed in 2024 through a deliberative process with people with lived experience of
debt.

Our ongoing work with people in debt, and our research and policy work have informed
this response.

Background

Households in council tax arrears are overwhelmingly on low incomes, often trapped in
a cycle of spiralling debt that compounds poverty and hardship. Our recent analysis
shows:

¢ Council tax debt has risen significantly as a result of the cost of living crisis:

e Our latest research finds that 4.4 million people across the UK are in
council tax arrears, an increase of 1.2 million people in just 12 months.

¢ Atthe sametime, the level of arrears has increased significantly. Our
analysis shows total UK council tax arrears have reached a record
£8.3 billion.”

¢ Average band D council tax has increased by 54% over the last decade in
England.?

¢ Council tax debt overwhelmingly affects households on low incomes and low
financial resilience:

T https://debtjustice.org.uk/press-release/new-analysis-from-debt-justice-reveals-that-total-council-tax-
arrears-across-britain-have-reached-a-record-of-nearly-8-3bn-underlining-the-deepening-financial-
strain-on-households-amid-the-ongoing-co

2 https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/money/article/should-struggling-households-have-their-
council-tax-debts-wiped-0jg09t55m
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¢ Ourresearch estimates that a third of people in council debt live below
the poverty line (defined as 60% of average household income). This has
risen over the last 15 years, from 20% of people in council tax arrears
living below the poverty line to 32% in the latest data. This doesn’t
account for housing costs. Research from the Centre for Social Justice
estimates 49% of people in council tax arrears are in poverty after housing
costs. ®

¢ Nearly half (46%) of people in council tax arrears earn less than £1,337 a
month, putting them in the bottom 25% of earners. Four in five people in
council tax arrears (78%) are in the bottom 50% of earners, with a
household income lower than £1,945 per month.

e« Financialinsecurity is a fact of life for these households. Two thirds of
people (68%) in council tax arrears are unable to save £10 a month,
compared to a fifth (21%) of the rest of the population. 63% say they have
no money to spend on themselves.

¢ People in council tax arrears are more likely to be young, women, renters, or from
marginalised racial groups. This reflects and exacerbates broader inequalities. *

¢ Young people aged 20-29 are 12 times more likely to be in council tax
arrears than those aged 70 or over. Women are 10% more likely to fall
behind than men. Black and Black British people are nearly three times as
likely to be in arrears as white people. Renters are 12 times more likely to
be behind than households that own their homes outright.

o These disparities have widened over time. Using the data available to us,
fifteen years ago, 20-29-year-olds were just five times as likely to be
behind as those over 70. Women and men were equally likely to be in
arrears, and renters were only six times more likely to be behind. Seven
years ago, Black and Black British households were twice as likely to be in
arrears as white households.

¢ The harm perpetuated by aggressive debt collection can add to the costs for
councils.

¢ More than half (53%) of people in council tax arrears are at least two
months behind on their rent or mortgage payments, 11 times the rate of
the wider population.




¢ More than a quarter (28%) of people in council tax arrears have had to
skip a meal because they didn’t have enough money to buy food. This is
ten times the rate for the rest of the population.

¢ Poor mental health is especially prevalent among people in arrears. Our
analysis identified 43% of people in council tax debt as having a mental
health problem, compared to 21% in the general population.

¢ Takentogether, we estimate the cost associated with aggressive council
tax debt collection to be £91 million annually. This includes factors such
as increased use of health services and the need for state-subsidised
housing. This is likely a conservative estimate, as it uses population
figures to capture the experience of an acute group.

¢ Research for Policy in Practice found that stricter debt collection
practices don’t result in increased collection rates. Their research finds
that adding recovery and enforcement fees only increased the harm
household experienced, pushing 83% of those modelled into income
shortfall.®

These figures underscore that missed instalments are seldom a matter of choice, but a
symptom of unaffordable bills, inflexible enforcement, and lack of early-stage support.

In recognition of the financial precarity of people in arrears and the harm caused by
aggressive debt collection, the government should make it a national priority to radically
reform council tax debt collection. The current regime prioritises enormous profits for
the enforcement industry at huge cost to the taxpayer. We recommend:

e The government remove the power for local authorities to be able to use bailiffs
to collect council tax debt by removing provision 45 from the Council Tax
Enforcement Regulations 1992.

e The government introduce a duty of care for local authorities, drawing on similar
provisions in areas such as social care. This would put a requirement on local
authorities to prioritise the wellbeing of residents, ensuring that people in debt
receive the support they need, while leaving councils scope to pursue debts
from those refusing to pay.

The analysis and recommendations set out in this section forms the basis of our
responses to the consultation. Enforcement Agents:



The consultation document notes that responses about local authority use of
enforcement agents is outside the scope, as it is being considered separately by the
Ministry of Justice (MoJ).

However, the MoJ’s enforcement review is focused narrowly on the regulation of the
bailiff sector. While tighter regulation may help address some examples of poor
practice, regulation alone cannot solve the systemic harms that bailiffs perpetuate.
Therefore, leaving this area of debt collection to the MoJ’s consultation fails to address
the more fundamentalissue: the extent to which local authorities rely on bailiff
enforcement in the first place.

As Debt Justice’s research has demonstrated, reliance on enforcement agents is not
only highly damaging for people in debt, causing financial hardship and undermining
their wellbeing, but also counterproductive for councils. Bailiff action often escalates
debt rather than resolving it, and can reduce the likelihood of sustainable repayment.
As we explore in this response, a growing body of evidence from councils that have
reduced or eliminated bailiff use shows that supportive, casework-led approaches are
more effective at securing long-term collections while protecting residents from harm.

By excluding the role of enforcement from this consultation, the Department has
missed an opportunity to meaningfully modernise council tax administration. To leave
the widespread overuse of bailiffs untouched is to leave one of the most damaging and
outdated aspects of the current system in place. Without addressing this, the
consultation cannot fully claim to be modernising council tax enforcement.



Responses

Question 1: The government intends to change the default bill instalments from 10
months to 12 months. Do you agree with this approach? Why/why not?

We agree with this measure. Moving council tax payments to a 12-month schedule will
make bills more affordable and predictable for households, helping people manage
their finances more effectively throughout the year.

Currently, the system operates on an “opt-in” basis for 12-month payments. As a result,
households who are struggling financially, or who struggle to engage with their council,
may be on the default 10-month plan, missing out on the benefits of smaller, more
manageable monthly payments. Changing this default will give households the best
possible start in meeting their council tax obligations and reduce the risk of falling into
arrears and debt.

However, clear communication to accompany this change is essential. Any change
must be supported by a targeted campaign that goes beyond a single letter, using
multiple channels to reach households who are changing from 10 months to 12
months. Those who currently pay over 10 months and see a reduction in their monthly
bill may still expect payments to stop after 10 months. Without clear messaging, this
could lead to confusion or financial shock when two additional payments are taken
later in the year.

Question 2: If the government were to move to 12-month instalments by default,
should taxpayers be able to request to pay in 10-monthly payments?

We support the principle of allowing taxpayers to request alternative payment
schedules that fit best with their lives. However, payment over 10 months is not a logical
alternative payment plan schedule. If the aim of this policy is to offer greater flexibility in
how people pay their council tax, then limiting choices to just 10 or 12 monthly
instalments does not go far enough.

Many households, particularly those on low or variable income, would benefit from the
ability to pay weekly, fortnightly, or even in variable amounts over the course of the year
that reflect fluctuations in their income. Research from the Real Accounts programme
found that as many as 25 million people in the UK are impacted by irregular pay. Four in
five low earners have volatile pay, as do two thirds of those on moderate incomes. The
Real Accounts programme identified an average of £500 (or 29% of their take home pay)
of income volatility for households with volatile income.*

4 https://www.nestinsight.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Fluctuation-Nation-lifiting-a-lid-on-the-
millions-of-people-managing-a-volatile-income.pdf



Taking this opportunity to build a council tax system that meets the needs of this major
cohort is essential. A more flexible payment system could ensure households avoid
arrears.

Itis also important to recognise that someone may opt into a 10-month plan when their
finances are stable, but later experience a financial shock or permanent change in their
circumstances that means a 12-month schedule would be more manageable. There
should be a mechanism to revisit the suitability of non-standard repayment plans
regularly, and flexibility to opt out of a 10-month repayment plan if needed. This review
could be introduced as part of the annual council tax bill issuing process. This review
should also be a standard part of any support offered to households in arrears, ensuring
that payment arrangements are responsive to changing circumstances.

Question 3: What impacts, if any, do you think this change will have on local
authority’s’ cash flow and ability to pay precepting authorities? [Local Authorities
and other interested parties]

We expect that increasing the number of households paying over 12 months will
ultimately benefit local authority cash flow. More manageable repayment plans are
likely to reduce the number of households falling into arrears, enabling more consistent
payments and reducing the need for intervention from revenues and benefits teams.

Introducing even greater flexibility, such as weekly, fortnightly, or in variable amounts
throughout the year, could further support regular payments and enhance overall cash
flow through improved collection rates and lower administrative burden associated with
arrears and enforcement.

Question 4: Do you feel you have a good understanding of how council tax revenue
is used by your local authority?

No response

Question 5: Do you agree further information should be provided on how council
tax is spent? Why/Why not? How should this information be presented?

We agree that further information should be provided on how council tax revenue is
spent.

Transparency in public finances is essential for maintaining public trust in local
government. While councils play a vital role in delivering a wide range of services, there
is a widespread perception that their remit is limited to “collecting the bins” and other



visible frontline services. Greater clarity on how council tax supports local
infrastructure, adult and children’s social care, and housing provision would help the
public better understand the value of these contributions.

Currently, many councils present breakdowns of expenditure in accounting or
budgetary formats. While accurate, these formats are often difficult for residents to
interpret. Presenting information in accessible, user-friendly ways would ensure people
can meaningfully engage with how their contributions are being used. This should
include visual summaries, clear explanations of key service areas, testimonies from
local services and residents, and comparisons over time to demonstrate trends in
spending.

It is important that this information is designed using universal design principles to
ensure accessibility for all. Long paragraphs of text or complex spreadsheet formats are
inaccessible to many residents, particularly those with lower levels of numeracy or
literacy, or with mental health problems or disabilities that make information processing
more challenging. Regulations should therefore not only promote transparency but also
require councils to present information in a format that is inclusive and accessible.

We encourage MHCLG to draw on existing research to inform this work. For example,
the Welsh Government has recently published survey research on public attitudes
towards council tax, which highlights both public misconceptions and opportunities to
improve understanding.®

Similarly, the Money and Mental Health Policy Institute, the Poverty Truth Network and
the Behavioural Insights Team have carried out important research into how bills and
debt communications can be made clearer and more accessible for people with mental
health problems. These insights should be considered in designing future reforms.®

Money and Mental Health have done excellent research into how to make bills and
communications about debt clearer and more accessible for people with mental health
problems. This should also be investigated as part of the consultation process.

5 https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/pdf-versions/2025/1/5/1737121942/survey-public-attitudes-
council-tax-2024-summary.pdf

8 Throughout this consultation response, we will refer to these three reports together as good resources
forimproving communication. These reports are as follows:

Money and Menal Health: https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/Money-and-Mental-Health-Access-Essentials-report. pdf

Poverty Truth Network: https://povertytruthnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/PTN-Brown-
Envelope_fv.pdf;

Behavioural Insights Team: https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/supporting-councils-improve-revenue-
collection-behavioural-insights
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Question 6: Do you feel you have a good understanding of the support offered by
your council and how to claim this? How might this be improved?

No Response

Question 7: What further information, if any, do you think would be helpful to see
on this support? How should this be presented?

Council tax support remains widely underclaimed and poorly understood by the public.’
This is due in part to the fragmented nature of the scheme, which varies across local
authorities. To address this, the government should give serious consideration to
reinstating a national council tax support scheme to ensure clarity, consistency, and
fairness.

Itis also important to recognise that many councils how use receipt of council tax
support as a proxy for determining what level of enforcement action a household may
face in the event of arrears.® Given this, ensuring that all eligible residents are supported
to access council tax support is not only important for affordability but also for ensuring
proportionate and fair debt collection practices.

At present, too much responsibility falls on individuals to identify and claim support.
Instead, there should be a greater legislative duty on councils to identify and offer
support proactively to residents. The process should also be simplified and better
integrated into existing benefits systems.

For example, the Welsh Government is currently consulting on reforms which would
mean that anyone who applies for Universal Credit is automatically treated as having
applied for council tax support by their local authority.® This approach reduces the
administrative burden on households, helps to maximise take-up, and should be
replicated in England.

Communications about support also need urgent reform. Currently, many council
letters, particularly those sent to people in arrears, are framed in punitive terms which
are frequently read as intimidating. Ultimately, this is counterproductive for both
residents and councils. A greater emphasis should be placed on highlighting available
support, presented in a way that is accessible and non-threatening.

Research on better communication from organisations such as Money and Mental
Health, Poverty Truth Network and the Behavioural Insights Team, which promote
clearer and more supportive communication with people experiencing financial

7 https://policyinpractice.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Report_A-path-to-better-Council-Tax-
Support-schemes_Apr25-.pdf

8 https://www.mancunianmatters.co.uk/news/08022024-councillors-vote-to-stop-sending-bailiffs-to-
those-on-council-tax-support/

® https://www.gov.wales/proposed-changes-council-tax-reduction-scheme-summary-responses-html
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difficulty, should be considered as part of regulatory reform.' Communications should
also be available in multiple formats, recognising that some residents may face barriers
to engaging digitally.

Information should not be restricted to council tax support alone. Local authorities
should be required to explain other forms of support available, including Section 13A
discretionary reductions and local hardship funds. Clear eligibility criteria and
signposting should be provided so that residents understand the full range of options
available. A "no wrong door" or ‘tell us once’ approach should also be adopted, whereby
residents engaging with their council through any channel are automatically considered
for all available forms of support.

Finally, the government should draw on best practice and research to inform reforms.
Policy in Practice (2025) has published important findings on how to make council tax
support schemes clearer, fairer and more accessible, which should be reviewed as part
of this consultation.”

Question 8: Do you agree with the proposed new nhame and definition of the
disregard, as set out above? Why/Why not?

We agree that renaming the Severe Mental Impairment disregard scheme would be
beneficial. Clearer and more inclusive terminology will help ensure that eligible people
understand their entitlement. However, we have concerns about the proposed use of
the term “significant cognitive impairment”.

This terminology risks being overly clinical and potentially alienating. It frames eligibility
around a label rather than around people’s lived experience. By contrast, other
disregards, such as those for single persons, carers or apprentices, are framed in
straightforward and accessible terms that describe the person’s circumstances, not a
medicalised condition.

We recommend instead that any new name be person-centred and plain-language,
focusing on the circumstances of those who qualify. For example, “people with a
diagnosed condition affecting memory or decision-making” may be both accessible
and less stigmatising.

Question 9: What are your views on whether the proposed definition is consistent
with the existing eligibility for the disregard? [Local authorities and other interested
parties]

No response

10 See reference 7 for full reference
" https://policyinpractice.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Report_A-path-to-better-Council-Tax-
Support-schemes_Apr25-2.pdf
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Question 10: Have you, or your family members, experienced any barriers to
claiming this support? Please describe.

No response

Question 11: Are you aware of any households facing barriers when accessing this
support? Please describe. [Local Authorities and other interested parties]

No response

Question 12: What, if anything, do you think could put someone off applying for this
support?

There are several factors that may deter eligible people from applying for this support.

First, as outlined in our response to Question 8, the proposed name of the scheme may
be alienating, particularly for people experiencing mental health problems. The
terminology does not clearly communicate who is eligible, and risks stigmatising those
itis intended to support. A person-focused naming scheme, which allows individuals to
more easily identify themselves within the criteria, would be more effective.

Second, the current definition of eligibility is unclear. It is not obvious, for example,
whether people with severe mentalillnesses would qualify under the proposed wording.
Greater clarity and inclusive language are essential to help people understand whether
they may be entitled to this support.

Third, the application process itself presents significant barriers. The requirement to
both obtain a GP letter and be in receipt of certain benefits creates two additional
hurdles for people who may already struggle with day-to-day administrative tasks. The
requirement to be claiming benefits should be removed, as this excludes some of the
most vulnerable people. The Welsh Government are considering making changes to
benefits requirements in their latest consultation. 2

Finally, there is a lack of consistency across local authorities. Research by
MoneySavingExpert has highlighted how the absence of standardisation in application
processes for council tax support schemes leads to confusion and deters take-up.'™ A
standardised national application framework would provide much greater clarity,
improve accessibility, and ensure fairness across the country. The Welsh Government
have already implemented this streamlined approach, largely to a positive response
from local authorities.™

2 https://www.gov.wales/consultation-fairer-council-tax-phase-2-html

13 https://images6.moneysavingexpert.com/images/documents/SMI_report-2017_final-interactive.pdf

14 https://www.gov.wales/understanding-impact-council-tax-interventions-wales-standardisation-severe-
mental-impairment-exemption
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Question 13: What do you think the government could do to improve access and
accessibility to this disregard?

The government should remove the requirement that someone must be receiving
benefits to qualify for the disregard, which currently creates an unnecessary barrier for
people who may struggle to navigate complex systems. The Welsh Government is
considering abolishing this requirement, providing a useful precedent.’® At the same
time, the process should proactively signpost people to any benefits they may be
eligible for.

Eligibility could also be linked automatically to applications for support for people with
disabilities or health conditions, such as Personal Independence Payment (PIP), so that
local authorities are notified without requiring additional action from the individual.
Linking to PIP would be one of several potential pathways to establish eligibility,
ensuring that those who do not qualify for PIP are still able to access support through
other routes.

Finally, the rules and processes surrounding disregards need to be communicated more
clearly, using accessible language and guidance, to ensure people understand and can
easily claim the support they are entitled to.

Question 14: What are your views on a government provided (but not prescribed)
form that councils and taxpayers could use to improve consistency of claiming the
disregard in England? How should the government incentivise councils to use such
aform?

We support the introduction of a government-provided form to improve consistency in
claiming the disregard, following the approach already taken by the Welsh
Government.' However, while a government provided form is good, making it
mandatory for councils to use this so that people do not face a postcode lottery is
essential.

In lieu of a mandate, to encourage uptake the government could tie the use of the form
to financial incentives or additional funding for councils, ensuring that resources are
available to support residents effectively while promoting standardised, accessible
processes.

8 https://www.gov.wales/consultation-fairer-council-tax-phase-2-html
8 https://www.gov.wales/understanding-impact-council-tax-interventions-wales-standardisation-severe-
mental-impairment-exemption
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Question 15: What are your views on the disregards set out for carers and
apprentices?

We support the disregards for carers and apprentices, but the thresholds should be
updated to reflect changes in the minimum wage.

Any additional costs incurred by councils in applying these disregards should be fully
compensated by government to ensure that authorities can implement them effectively
without diverting resources from other essential services.

Question 16: Do you believe the current eligibility criteria for apprentices and/or
carers is appropriate?

Unpaid carers and those receiving Carer’s Allowance face significant financial hardship,
making it essential to expand eligibility for council tax disregards to include unpaid
carers and recipients of Carer’s Allowance.

Approximately 1.2 million unpaid carers in the UK live in poverty, with 400,000
experiencing deep poverty, defined as living more than 50% below the poverty line."” The
poverty rate among unpaid carers is 50% higher than that of non-carers (27% vs. 18%).
Furthermore, carers aged 25-44 have the highest rate of poverty of any age group, at 38-
39%.

Carer’s Allowance, the main benefit for unpaid carers, is one of the lowest benefits of its
kind at £81.90 per week. Research indicates that 62% of those receiving Carer’s
Allowance live in poverty. Even among carers solely receiving Carer’s Allowance, 33%
live in poverty, compared to 18% of non-carers.'®

Given the substantial financial challenges faced by unpaid carers and those receiving
Carer’s Allowance, expanding eligibility for council tax disregards to include these
groups is a necessary step. This would provide essential financial relief and recognition
of their invaluable contributions to society.

Question 17: Are there any other disregards which should be considered in respect
of certain cohorts who do not fall within the current disregards?

While disregards can provide targeted relief, they are a blunt instrument for supporting
households and cannot substitute for a comprehensive, equitable system. Expanding
the use of disregards may help protect some cohorts from the full burden of council tax,
but this should be implemented alongside broader reforms to the council tax support
system, including a full restoration of a national council tax benefit scheme.

7 https://www.carersuk.org/reports/poverty-and-financial-hardship-of-unpaid-carers-in-the-uk
'8 |bid.
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Evidence shows that financial precarity is widespread in the UK. For example, 21% of
UK adults report living with a deficit budget.' The disregard system is ill-equipped to
deal with this level of insecurity, and expanding it for different groups risks creating a
patchy safety net with gaps through which many will fall.

This is evidenced by the confusion the current disregard system causes. We have heard
from many people who confuse council tax support with the disregard system, or are
unsure whether they qualify for a disregard. For example, people who believe that
receiving a single-person disregard is equivalent to receiving council tax support, and
therefore do not apply for council tax support. This highlights the need for clarity and
simplification.

Alongside this, we support additional disregards for specific groups facing acute
vulnerability. These include care leavers up to age 25 (already offered by the Welsh
Government and many English councils)?® and people who are terminally ill.>' There
should be nationally consistent, clear criteria and simple application processes.

Disregards should also be considered for survivors of domestic or economic abuse,
where current support is limited to arrears assistance or a single-person discount.
Expanding support for these cohorts, alongside broader systemic reform, would help
ensure council tax does not exacerbate financial hardship.??

Question 18: Do you or anyone in your household fit into one of these cohorts? If so,
what would be the impact of any new forms of support on your household?

No response

Question 19: What are your views on how information is currently provided by
councils.

Current council communications regarding council tax are often overly complex and
confusing. Many documents prioritise compliance with regulation and legislation rather
than clarity for the resident, meaning that essential information about charges,
deadlines, or support options can be difficult to understand. This lack of clarity
disproportionately affects households experiencing financial insecurity, low literacy, or
limited digital skills, contributing to mistakes, missed payments, and unnecessary
stress.

19 https://capuk.org/news-and-blog/new-research-the-inequality-of-poverty

20 https://www.gov.wales/council-tax-discounts-and-reduction/care-leavers

21
https://www.manchester.gov.uk/news/article/9727/manchester_city_council_takes_pioneering_step_to
tackle_end_of life_poverty

22 https://refugetechsafety.org/income-maximisation-for-survivors-guide
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Council tax represents a significant proportion of household expenditure for most
residents, particularly those on low incomes. Our research shows that households in
arrears are overwhelmingly low-income and financially precarious, with 78% earning
below £1,945 per month and nearly one-third living below the poverty line.?® Research
for IPPR shows that council tax can take up to 8.1% of household in the lowest decile’s
take home pay, six times the amount of the highest decile.?*

For these households, accessible, clear, and reliable communication is essential. Paper
bills and printed guidance remain vital for ensuring that residents can engage with
council processes, avoid missing deadlines, and understand the options available to
them. Reliance on online portals or digital communications as the default risks
excluding residents who may struggle to log in, manage multiple accounts, or access
online information consistently.

Digital communication can complement paper-based methods, but it must remain an
opt-in service rather than the default. Residents should have control over how they
receive information, including paper, email, text, or phone communication, depending
on their preferences and capabilities. Opt-in systems are seen in other sectors, such as
utilities and financial services, where they help ensure accessibility and avoid
disadvantaging those with limited digital access or lack digital literacy.

Question 20: What council tax information do you believe could be communicated
digitally?

In principle, all council tax information, including bills, reminders, support offers, and
guidance, could be communicated digitally.

However, digital communications should never be the default method. Residents vary
widely in their access to, and comfort with, digital technology. Research from the Office
for National Statistics shows that around 6% of UK adults have never used the internet,
and many more have limited digital skills, particularly among older adults, low-income
households, and those with disabilities.?®

Therefore, any digital communications must be opt-in, allowing households to select
the format that best suits their needs. This ensures that residents who prefer paper,
phone, or other non-digital formats are not excluded or disadvantaged. Digital
communications should complement, rather than replace, traditional channels, with

2 https://debtjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Ban-The-Bailiffs-Briefing-Final-web. pdf

24 https://trustforlondon.org.uk/research/poor-tax-council-tax-london-time-reform
25
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clear guidance and support provided to help those who opt in understand and act on
the information received.

Question 21: In relation to any suggestions in question 20, how could councils
ensure this was accessible to all residents?

To ensure accessibility, councils should allow households to select the communication
method or combination of methods that works best for them.

This opt-in approach respects the diverse needs and preferences of residents, including
those with limited digital skills, disabilities, or inconsistent internet access. It mirrors
best practice in other sectors, such as utilities and consumer credit providers, where
opt-in digital communications ensure that customers are not excluded or
disadvantaged.

Question 22: What are your views on the current process for challenging a council
tax band? What changes, if any, should the government consider to the council tax
band challenge process?

No response

ENFORCEMENT QUESTIONS

Question 23: The government is interested in changing regulations on when
councils can request a full bill, or seek liability orders, to a more appropriate and
proportionate timeframe.

How long after a reminder notice, should full liability apply:

after 7 days, as now
after 14 days

after 31 days

after 62 days

after 90 days

Other

Please explain your answer.



We strongly recommend that collection timescales be lengthened to at least six months
before full liability is applied. The current approach, where a missed instalment can
result in liability for the entire annual bill within weeks, does not reflect the realities of
people’s lives or financial circumstances.

Instead, it pushes households already facing financial strain into crisis, and often forces
councils into costly and adversarial enforcement processes that undermine trust in
local government. Extending the timescales would bring the system closer to one that is
fair, proportionate, and ultimately more effective at securing sustainable payments.

Many households in council tax debt are on low incomes, and likely relying on, or would
benefit from, some form of welfare to make ends meet. Applications for benefits, or
issues with sanctions or other deductions can cause serious volatility in household
incomes, and make it difficult for people to meet the demands of regular bills.

Even where a household is entitled to support, delays in accessing benefits mean they
may be left without adequate income for an extended period. For example, Universal
Credit has a statutory five-week wait before the first payment is made, with further
delays common if there are administrative or application issues.? And these
households are normally already struggling. DWP research shows that 49% of Universal
Credit claimants had no earnings in the three months leading up to their application for
UC.? Housing Benefit applications or Personal Independence Payment (PIP)
assessments can take several months to complete and process.?

To apply full liability after only a few weeks is therefore fundamentally misaligned with
the operation of the wider welfare system.

Additionally, millions of in-work people live with highly variable incomes.* This is
especially the case for people in insecure or self-employed work. This may make it
difficult to meet a significant or sizeable bill like council tax if a household sees a
significant drop in income for a period of weeks or months. Research from the Financial
Conduct Authority (FCA) indicates that 9% of people could not cover essential expenses
for even a week if they lost their main source of income, and 42% could not do so for
three months.*°

Arigid system that escalates liability after a single missed payment leaves such
households highly vulnerable to falling into unmanageable debt due to short-term drops
inincome. Allowing six months before escalation would give these households space to

28 https://www.nao.org.uk/press-releases/universal-credit-getting-to-first-payment

7 |bid.

28 https://www.turn2us.org.uk/get-support/information-for-your-situation/claiming-personal-
independence-payment-pip/getting-a-personal-independence-payment-pip-decision

2 https://www.nestinsight.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Fluctuation-Nation-lifiting-a-lid-on-the-
millions-of-people-managing-a-volatile-income.pdf

30 https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/financial-lives/financial-lives-survey-2024-key-findings.pdf
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stabilise their situation without being exposed to the disproportionate pressure of a full-
year bill.

Further, people rarely fall behind on council tax simply through poor budgeting. Instead,
arrears are usually a symptom of inadequate income or triggered by external shocks
such asjob loss, relationship breakdown, bereavement, or a major unexpected
expense.l In these moments, households are grappling with both practical and
emotional upheaval. It is both unkind and unreasonable that the current system
expects them to manage a fast-escalating system of arrears. Further, it is
counterproductive to escalate enforcement at such a vulnerable point.

People in debt crisis need time to understand their new financial situation and seek
advice. Many people do not reach out for debt advice until months, or even years, after
they first fall behind.®' Research for the DWP found that a fifth of claimants did not claim
as soon as they became available because they did not know what to do, or thought
they would get another job quickly.®?

By shortening the window between a missed payment and full liability, the current
system denies people the chance to access support and creates unnecessary
escalation. Extending the timescale to six months would align better with the realities of
debt advice and give people an opportunity to resolve their arrears constructively.

Crucially, there is also evidence that the current approach is counterproductive even
from the perspective of revenue collection. Research by Policy in Practice has shown
that people who fall behind on an instalment are far more likely to remain financially
secure if their missed payment is spread across the remainder of the financial year,
rather than being converted into full annual liability.*

Finally, while we accept the current model is based on the annual liability becoming due
at the start of the year, and being paid through an instalment plan, we recommend that
the government investigate alternative models, such as removing the concept of annual
liability altogether and instead treat council tax like a monthly utility bill. Such a model
would better reflect how households budget and would help align council tax with the
way people pay for other essential services.

31 https://moneyadvicetrust.org/latest-news/time-to-talk-money-as-four-in-ten-callers-in-debt-wait-a-
year-before-seeking-advice/

32 https://www.nao.org.uk/press-releases/universal-credit-getting-to-first-payment/

33 https://policyinpractice.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Council-Tax-debt-collection-and-low-
income-Londoners_GLA_pub.pdf
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Question 24: Are there any further steps councils should take before being able to
charge for a full-year’s bill? For example, offering alternative payment plans,
providing further reminder notices or undertaking welfare checks.

Extending timelines provides a crucial opportunity for the council tax debt system to
reorient itself away from enforcement and punishment towards compassion and
support.

We have heard repeatedly from councils that that they can only offer support to people
in debt if they reach out first. This ignores very real barriers people in debt face: fear,
shame, and anxiety. Many are unable to pick up the phone and, even if they do, they
may not receive the help they need.?

With an extended period, the potential for councils to do more to support people in debt
is substantial. We are calling for a national duty of care for local authorities.* This would
reframe the debt collection process away from a purely punitive process, towards one
that protects the wellbeing of individuals in debt.

There is clear precedent here for councils. The Care Act 2014 states that “the general
duty of a local authority, in exercising a function under this Part in the case of an
individual, is to promote that individual’s well-being”, including: “personal dignity”,

» &«

“physical and mental health and emotional well-being”, “protection from abuse and

neglect”, “control by the individual over day-to-day life”, “social and economic well-
being” and “the individual’s contribution to society”.3®

This provision only covers people in receipt of local authority provided care. However, a
similar duty could be implemented with an amendment to the The Council Tax
(Administration and Enforcement) Regulations 1992, adding language that puts an onus
on councils to ensure their collection practices do not needlessly exacerbate financial
or psychological harm. This would ensure that a council should understand each
resident’s situation before it decides on whether to pursue enforcement

We envisage a duty of care being supported by a statutory code of practice, which
would set out expected standards for councils to adhere to when collecting council tax
debt. This would include:

e Signposting or warm referrals to free, independent and not-for-profit debt advice.
Ideally this would also take account of local community provision, or provision
from local authority support teams.

e Accesstoincome maximisation support, to ensure households receive all
benefits they are entitled to.

34 https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/CSJ-Vital_Signs.pdf
3% https://debtjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/TAD-Manifesto-short-WEB. pdf
3¢ https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/23/contents
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e Repayment plans are automatically offered to ensure people in debt are able to
understand their options. This would replace the need for a difficult phone call or
engagement with a revenue and benefits team,

o Affordability checks for people in debt so that councils ensure that eligible
households are supported onto council tax support schemes, ideally through
automatic processes rather than additional applications.

e Councils should use the significant amounts of data they collect on households
across their interactions with the council to check whether a discretionary write-
off under Section 13A would be more appropriate for a household. This would
take place prior to pursuing enforcement.

Local authorities should also implement a “caseworker-led” approach implemented for
council tax debt, rather than a default enforcement approach. Where councils have
money advice or support teams, these should take the lead in contacting households in
arrears, not just revenue or enforcement teams. Leading with support is more likely to
result in positive outcomes for both people in debt and local councils. The Reimagining
Debt pilot, run by Policy in Practice with Newcastle Council, found a £7,000 investment
in casework led to a £168,000 return on investment in collection rates.®” Such results
demonstrate that a casework-led approach is not only more humane, but also more
cost-effective than defaulting to enforcement. Councils like Hammersmith and
Fulham?®8, Gateshead® and Salford*®° have all demonstrated the effectiveness of a
support-led approach to council tax collection. Our response to question 32 considers
many case studies of councils doing collection better.

Alongside this, the ways in which information is communicated should be considered.
This should include:

e Adhering to guidelines set out in the Access Essentials from Money and Mental
Health, the Brown Envelope Code from Poverty Truth Network and the
Behavioural Insights Team.*’

e Guidance about support should be sent separately from payment reminders, to
avoid overwhelming residents. This approach has worked well for water sector
firms across England and Wales.*?

e Reminders should be sent out at regular intervals, while maintaining a measured
tone so that households are prompted to engage, or to make a payment, without

37 https://policyinpractice.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Reimagine-debt-case-study-Cabinet-
Office-Newcastle-CC-LB-Barking-and-Dagenham-and-Equifax-1.pdf

38 https://www.lbhf.gov.uk/news/2024/12/council-tax-local-residents-back-our-ethical-policy-debt
3 https://www.lgcplus.com/idea-exchange/our-council-tax-arrears-pilot-helped-75-of-people-live-
better-lives-07-04-2020

40 https://about.lookinglocal.gov.uk/salford-council-inject-crucial-20-3m-into-local-economy-with-
betteroff-platform/

41 See reference 7 for full reference

42 https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Connection-lost.pdf
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adding unnecessary pressure. It is important debt reminders do not stray into
harassment,*® for example, limiting reminders to every two weeks. However, the
government should consult with other sectors to establish best practice in this
area. Additional reminders should also include proactive repayment plan offers,
as detailed in responses to later questions.

e Councils should proactively collect contact preferences so that reminders can
be delivered by the most accessible channel, such as text, email, or post.
Research from the Money and Mental Health Policy Institute shows that tailored
communication is essential for engaging people in debt.*

Question 25: Do you believe there are any barriers to councils being able to take the
kind of steps set outin Question 24? [Local Authorities and other interested
parties]

There are clear barriers that stand between councils and improving collection practice.
While many councils have implemented more supportive approaches to council tax
collection, these have been implemented in spite of systemic barriers. Unless these
barriers are addressed, even the most committed local authorities will struggle to move
away from punitive practices and towards the kind of duty of care model we advocate.

A primary barrier is legislative. Current provision under the The Council Tax
(Administration and Enforcement) Regulations 1992 set very short timelines for
escalation to full liability, which councils often interpret as a default standard.*® As we
advocate above, legislative change is therefore essential to create the space for
supportive practices to flourish.

A second major barrier is financial pressure, driven by in-year collection targets. Many
councils rely heavily on council tax receipts, and are forced to prioritise short-term
collection rates over the long-term wellbeing of residents. In-year collection targets
alone constrain the support that local authorities can offer to residents in financial
difficulty. Allowing councils to spread repayments over multiple years would make a
significant difference to people in debt.

Further, while council tax is already one of the most efficiently collected taxes in the UK,
the dependence on every pound collected encourages punitive practices such as early
escalation to enforcement. Ultimately, it will be necessary to address the real terms
drop in funding from central government to local authorities.

43 https://debtjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/TAD-Manifesto-short-WEB. pdf

4 https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/In-The-Public-Interest.pdf

4 https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/press-release/council-tax-collection-practices-are-so-
aggressive-theyd-make-the-banks-blush-up-to-2m-people-with-mental-health-problems-are-at-risk-of-
hideous-harms-warns-marti/
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A third barrier is the data and systems barriers many councils face. Councils often
operate with fragmented IT systems across departments. A resident may be in council
tax arrears while also being a social housing tenant, or may owe money to multiple
departments at once. Currently, this can mean dealing with several different teams,
each unaware of the others’ actions, leading to duplication, confusion, and missed
opportunities to intervene early with support. For the resident, it can feel confusing and
distressing trying to balance many priority payments to a single creditor (the council). A
modernised, integrated approach to data systems would allow councils to take a
holistic view of households, making it easier to provide joined-up assistance and
prevent debt from spiralling. Barking and Dagenham Council have made significant
improvements in this regard.*®

Finally, and unavoidably, there is the barrier of institutional culture. Decades of policy
and financial pressure have reinforced a collection-first mindset within many revenues
and benefits teams. Staff are often tasked primarily with maximising short-term
recovery, with limited training or resources to engage with residents as people in need of
support rather than simply as debtors. Changing this culture will require not only
legislative reform and better funding, but also strong national leadership, guidance, and
training to embed a wellbeing-first approach to debt collection across local
government. We recommend a Duty of Care, which would transform the culture within
councils from one of enforcement to one of support.

Question 26: What other ways can councils support individuals when they miss a
council tax payment?

When a resident falls behind on their council tax, it is often a sign of wider financial
distress. People rarely fall into arrears on just a single bill. Instead, council tax debt
frequently coincides with other financial vulnerabilities such as rent arrears, energy
debt, or unsecured borrowing.*

From one perspective, this may seem like a race to collect a debt against other
competing creditors. But we encourage the government to view local authorities as
having an essential, supportive role to play in responding not only to the missed
payment, but to the broader context of hardship that a resident may be experiencing.

A supportive approach, enabled by a statutory duty of care, would reframe council tax
arrears not as a trigger for enforcement, but as an opportunity for councils to
demonstrate their role as a safety net for residents in difficult times.

In practice, this means councils should treat the point of missed payment as a prompt
to offer wider support. It is highly likely that someone in council tax arrears is also

48 https://medium.com/%40lbbd_insightandinnovation/should-local-authorities-be-automating-more-of-
their-data-processes-5a2ca46ffb93
47 https://public.flourish.studio/story/2586672/ [Accessed 10" September 2025]
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engaging with the council through another channel. This may be through social housing,
social care, children’s services, education or any of the other roles that local authorities
play in all our lives.

Therefore, rather than revenues and benefits departments expecting further
engagement with the local authority specifically through their department, councils
should operate a “no wrong door” policy. This would ensure that wherever a resident
enters the system, they can be linked seamlessly to the support they need. Falling into
arrears should therefore act as a red flag for wider vulnerability, triggering proactive
offers of help rather than punitive escalation. Gateshead Council’s person-centred
approach to public service has pioneered this approach.*®

Councils can also expand the range of direct financial assistance available to residents
in difficulty. Greater use of discretionary support funds, Section 13A write-off and
hardship schemes could provide targeted relief to those facing temporary but acute
financial pressures. These schemes should be well-publicised and easy to access, with
clear eligibility criteria and a simple application process. Alongside this, councils
should ensure that residents are supported to claim all benefits they are entitled to,
thereby addressing underlying affordability rather than focusing solely on debt recovery.

For people engaging with debt advice, getting in touch with a revenues department can
still be difficult. Councils should also operate a dedicated direct phone line for debt
advisors so that these debts can be addressed quickly and efficiently.

Co-locating welfare and debt advice staff within revenues departments would allow for
earlier, more supportive interventions, enabling councils to engage constructively with
residents at the earliest stage of difficulty.

Question 27: Do you agree that the government should introduce a cap on the
reasonable costs that a court can award for a council’s costs for an application for
a liability order?

Yes

Question 28: What do you think this cap should be set at? Please explain your
answer:

less than £70

48
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upto£70
between £71 and £100
over £100

other

The charge for a liability order should be abolished entirely, or if a cap must be
introduced, it should be set at £0. The current charges are punitive and
disproportionate, falling overwhelmingly on households that are already on low
incomes and experiencing financial hardship. Liability order fees are not simply a
neutral cost recovery mechanism; they are a penalty that makes an already
unaffordable debt even harder to repay.

At present, the charges for liability orders are set at levels that far exceed their genuine
administrative cost. Our understanding is that much of the revenue raised is used to
offset the costs of operation for revenues and benefits teams in general, rather than
specifically for the raising of a liability summons, or the issuing of an order.*° This
process is highly automated, so the cost incurred for the liability order process itself is
likely negligible. Instead, these core costs should be funded as part of the proper
functioning of a local authority, not subsidised by extracting additional money from
residents who are least able to afford it.

It is worth stressing that liability orders are supposed to function as a check on whether
enforcement is appropriate for a households’ situation. As above, the process is often
little more than an automated, rubber-stamping exercise with minimal oversight, yet it
has significant consequences for households who then face the possibility of bailiff
action and escalating costs. The existence of this fee creates a financial motive for
councils to push cases down this route, rather than exploring affordable repayment
plans or alternative resolutions. Abolishing the charge entirely would remove this
distortion and align collection practices more closely with the principles of fairness and
support.

In practice, we believe this approach creates a perverse incentive for councils to issue
liability orders, since they generate income, rather than focusing on the more
constructive goal of supporting residents to resolve their financial difficulties. It is
particularly striking that while the Ministry of Justice sets a limit on the issuance of a

4 https://modgov.sefton.gov.uk/moderngov/documents/s70421/Appendix%203%20council-tax-
enforcement-costs-finall.pdf
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liability order for councils of just 50p,%° households can be billed up to £172 for the
same process.

Even a capped charge of £70, as seen in the Welsh Government context, would remain
deeply problematic. For many low-income households, particularly those already facing
the sudden burden of being asked to pay a full year’s liability upfront, an additional £70
is a significant sum. It risks deepening debt, worsening financial exclusion, and
increasing the likelihood that people will disengage from the system altogether. In this
context, it is counterproductive: the charge makes it less, not more, likely that councils
will successfully recover the arrears.

Question 29: Should the cap apply when seeking a liability order on second or
empty homes?

We believe that liability order charges should be abolished in all cases, including for
second or empty homes. The argument set out in question 28 against these charges
applies regardless of the type of property: the costs are disproportionate, not genuinely
reflective of administrative expenses, and risk distorting the incentives for councils in
how they pursue arrears.

While we recognise that there is public concern about individuals who own multiple
homes, including rogue landlords who may exploit the system, liability order charges
are neither an effective deterrent nor a meaningfulincentive in addressing such cases.
The additional sums raised through liability order fees in relation to second or empty
homes are likely to be minimal in the context of overall council budgets. We would
welcome further government data on the actual scale of this revenue, but our
expectation is that it does not constitute a significant or reliable funding stream.

More importantly, introducing distinctions in the application of liability order charges
(such as retaining them for some types of property but not others) risks making the
system more complex and harder for residents to navigate. Complexity increases the
chance that people in vulnerable circumstances will fall through the cracks. For
instance, individuals managing an inherited property following bereavement, or those
struggling to sell an empty home, could be caught up in a punitive regime not intended
for them. These are precisely the types of households who may require additional
support or disregards, rather than further charges.

We support the principle of councils applying higher council tax charges to second or
empty homes, as this reflects a legitimate policy choice to discourage underuse of
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housing stock and increase revenue. However, this should be achieved transparently
through the council tax system itself, not through liability order fees that lack clarity,
consistency, or fairness.

Question 30: Do you believe the current enforcement is or is not proportionate in
the context of council tax collection? Why/why not?

We do not believe that the current system of council tax enforcement is proportionate.
While councils have a legitimate need to collect revenue, the methods currently
permitted under legislation are often highly punitive, to the point of becoming
counterproductive. These often cause significant harm to people and households
already in difficult financial circumstances, furthering their distress. Addressing this
system and bringing fairness and care into it is essential for addressing the enormous
level of council tax debt that has accrued over the last twenty years. As people with
lived experience of debt told us, the current regime promotes cruelty, punishment and
force over prevention, support and compassion. Addressing this is essential for building
a fairer system for the future.

The most extreme example of disproportionality is the continued use of imprisonment
for council tax debt in England. The sanction of prison for a civil debt is out of step with a
modern society, it is an archaic approach from a different era. It is wholly inappropriate
in a society that seeks to support, rather than punish, people in financial difficulty.

Importantly, there is clear precedent for reform. The Welsh Government abolished
imprisonment for council tax debt in 2019, recognising both the disproportionate nature
of the sanction and the harm it caused to individuals and families. Statistical analysis of
the impact of this measure that removing this penalty has had no negative impact on
collection rates, with councils continuing to achieve high levels of in-year collection.%’

The proposals for reform contained within the final Independent Sentencing Review
report from May 2025 include a recommendation for government to legislate to ensure
that short sentences are only used in exceptional circumstances, to encourage women
to be diverted from custody to more effective sanction and support. In advocating for
this change, the Review aims to reduce the harm that female offenders may experience
—citing evidence including how family relationships can be damaged through this
move.*?

Since this report was published, the government has signalled that it plans to abolish
most short prison sentences of less than 12 months in England and Wales.>® With
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women — many of whom are in vulnerable situations — being one of the groups worst
affected by council tax arrears, the government should use the opportunities granted by
the upcoming sentencing bill to act definitively to end the sanction of imprisonment for
council tax non-payment once and for all.

Beyond the threat of imprisonment itself, people with lived experience who we work
with told us that threatening language is pervasive in council communications.
References to court and prison are made more often than they are used, but the effect
is the same: households in debt experience the threats of prison. For many, the fear of
going to court is indistinguishable from the fear of going to prison. Council
communications and default letters need to be led by support rather than enforcement.
Research by Money and Mental Health Policy Institute, the Poverty Truth Network and
the Behavioural Insights Team can all help with councils producing better
communications.®

The widespread use of bailiffs (enforcement agents) is also disproportionate. Local
authorities are the single biggest user of enforcement agents in the country, responsible
for two thirds of all civil enforcement action. This is a shaming statistic and deeply
depressing that our public sector would rely so much on private enforcement to engage
with their citizens. The scale of bailiff use for collecting on council tax debt
demonstrates a system gone wrong. The profits made by the enforcement industry off
the back of councils stripped to the bone by austerity is both unfair to taxpayers and to
the people in debt who experience the harm of harassment and intimidation.

Bailiff action adds substantial fees to an already unaffordable debt, and causes
significant stress and distress for households. Evidence from organisations such as
StepChange®®, the Money and Mental Health Policy Institute®®, Citizens Advice®” and
ourselves®® shows that bailiff visits are closely associated with negative impacts on
mental health and wellbeing. In many cases, their operation exacerbates financial
hardship rather than resolving it.

This is true both for residents, who will need to find extra money to pay excessive bailiff
fees, and for councils who lose 50p for every pound collected in council tax, and who
have to pick up the costs of aggressive bailiff action.®® This includes through mental
health support, and providing temporary housing for people who have fallen behind on
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housing payments. We estimate, using a conservative model, that the extra costs®°be
£91m a year, although we expect the true cost is much higher.@ Far from improving
recovery rates, reliance on bailiffs often entrenches debt problems and damages the
long-term relationship between councils and residents. Finally, the use of bailiffs is
highly ¢'. The average UK rate of collection is just 21p for every £1 sent to enforcement.®?
However, this masks enormous geographic variation. More deprived council areas will
see much lower collection rates from bailiffs compared to wealthier arrears.®

The address to this situation is to remove Section 45 from the The Council Tax
(Administration and Enforcement) Regulations 1992, and require councils to engage
productively and proactively with people in debt rather than defaulting to enforcement.
An argument may be that councils need this support to collect council tax arrears, but
evidence shows that overwhelmingly people who are on the receiving end of
enforcement action are vulnerable.®* Other enforcement methods are far more
appropriate for situations of tax avoidance, such as attachment of earnings, benefits
deductions, charging orders and forced bankruptcy. Although we would stress again,
these are only appropriate in proven cases of tax avoidance, rather than for people
simply struggling to pay their council tax bill.

These additional measures are also in need of reform. Attachment of earnings orders
are based on outdated thresholds that do not reflect the reality of today’s cost of living.
As a result, deductions can take away income that households need to cover
essentials, pushing them further into hardship. Current rates mean that an individual
working a full time job at minimum wage will find themselves in the top attachment of
earnings bracket. Their income will therefore be subject to a 17% deduction, pushing
them into destitution.®® This is clearly disproportionate. At a minimum, these levels
must be reviewed and updated to ensure that deductions remain genuinely affordable.
However, we would welcome a review of the attachment of earnings system to prioritise
an affordability assessment instead. This would ensure deductions are tailored to
household circumstances and avoid pushing working households into destitution.

Similarly, deductions from benefits are equally problematic. Income through the
Universal Credit system is already far below the levels required for a Minimum Income
Standard.®® Current deductions push this even further, leaving households on a knife-
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edge. Research from 72 2 has shown that benefit deductions are a key drivers of
poverty among people receiving social security. Taking money directly from the already
minimal income of those on Universal Credit or legacy benefits forces households to
choose between paying for essentials such as food, heating, or rent. The current
deduction system offers no flexibility: households are given very little opportunity to
negotiate a fairer repayment rate or one that is truly affordable. As our own research
shows, people in council tax arrears are already ® likely to be missing meals, or behind
on their housing payments.”

Charging orders, while deeply traumatic when used in cases where someone is simply
struggling to afford their council tax bill, are a useful tool for councils to use for cases of
genuine tax avoidance. Charging orders are the correct response in cases of a rogue
landlord of multiple properties who refuses to pay council tax, or a Freeman of the
Land. We expect these cases to be better served by these legal redress mechanisms
than enforcement action. Again, it is important that this is used as a last resort where it
has been firmly established that someone is in arrears because they won’t pay, rather
than because they cannot pay.

Question 31: What are your views on ways enforcement could better reflect the
needs of those in financial or other hardship?

We believe that enforcement can only properly reflect the needs of people in financial
hardship if it is underpinned by a statutory duty of care for local authorities; and if the
current reliance on enforcement is ended by removing section 45 of the The Council Tax
(Administration and Enforcement) Regulations 1992. Such a duty would shift the
framing of council tax arrears away from a purely punitive approach, and towards one
that recognises debt as a symptom of wider vulnerability and hardship.

Our research makes it clear that households in council tax arrears are among the least
financially resilient in society. Nearly half (46%) of people in arrears earn less than
£1,337 per month, putting them in the bottom quarter of earners. Four in five (78%) are
in the bottom half of the income distribution, with a household income below £1,945
per month. Around one third live below the poverty line before housing costs, rising to
almost half (49%) after housing costs. Financial insecurity is the norm for these
households: two-thirds (68%) of people in arrears are unable to save even £10 a month,
while 63% report having no money to spend on themselves. " In this context,
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enforcement action that imposes additional fees or pressures is neither proportionate
nor effective.

Instead, a duty of care would mean that falling behind on council tax is treated as a red
flag that indicates wider vulnerability. As we have seen already, missing a payment
rarely occurs in isolation: council tax arrears often coincide with rent arrears, energy
debt, or other forms of borrowing.”?> Councils are uniquely placed to respond
constructively, because residents in arrears are often also engaged with other local
authority services such as housing, social care, or education. A duty of care would
ensure that councils see arrears not as an endpoint that justifies escalation, butas a
starting point for intervention and support.

As we have set out extensively in our responses to question 24 and 26, there is much
under this heading that councils can and should do.

Councils should adopt a “no wrong door” approach. Wherever a resident engages with
the local authority, they should be seamlessly linked to the support they need. This
could be access to debt advice, income maximisation or welfare support, or
discretionary hardship schemes. In Stockport, the cost of living helpline works as a
single point of entry for anyone facing financial hardship, ensuring they are supported to
navigate council systems. This single point of entry model should also be considered
best practice for other councils.”®

Missed payments should trigger proactive checks for eligibility for council tax support,
Section 13A discretionary write-offs, or income maximisation services. Automatic or
proactive repayment plan offers should be made, so that residents are not required to
navigate complex systems or overcome the shame and fear that often prevents people
from asking for help.

Section 13A powers to write off outstanding council tax debt in particular should be
used across council processes. We heard from people with lived experience of debt
that these are too often treated as a discretionary “goodwill gesture”. Instead, they
should be a routine part of debt resolution, based on clear assessments of income and
debt levels. Debt advisers are able to negotiate write-offs with consumer creditors on a
regular basis; there is no reason why local taxation should be treated differently.
Normalising the use of Section 13A would not only protect households from impossible
debt burdens, but also bring council practice in line with the wider creditor market.

Research by the Behavioural Insights team in Salford found two significant factors
affecting repayment. First, that the higher the outstanding amount of debt, the less
likely a household was to make a repayment within 14 days. Second, households in
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more deprived areas were less likely to repay a debt within 14 days. Section 13A write-
off can help reduce the amount of outstanding debt, which in itself will help with
repayment by making any outstanding amount seem more reasonable; while targeted
support for households in more deprived areas can help with increased collection rates
from those areas.’

A caseworker-led model of engagement would be far more appropriate than a default
enforcement approach. Councils such as Gateshead, Salford, and Hammersmith &
Fulham have already shown the value of support-led approaches, and the Reimagine
Debt pilot with Newcastle Council demonstrated that investing £7,000 in casework
produced a £168,000 return in improved collection. This evidence shows that
enforcement based on a duty of care is not only more humane, but also more effective
and financially sustainable.

This should include access to mental health support. People in council tax arrears are
twice as likely to experience poor mental health compared to the general population.
Council support should therefore include clear referral pathways to appropriate
services, and investigate whether mental health support can be co-located with debt
advice or revenues and benefits services.”

Finally, better communication must be central to reform. Residents should receive
information about support separately from payment demands, in accessible formats
and in line with best practice standards such as Money and Mental Health’s Access
Essentials, the Brown Envelope Code and research from the Behavioural Insights
Team.’”® Councils should actively collect residents’ communication preferences and use
them to deliver messages in the least intimidating way possible. Reminders should
prompt engagement without overwhelming households, and should always include
clear, practical offers of help.

By embedding a statutory duty of care into the The Council Tax (Administration and
Enforcement) Regulations 1992, supported by a statutory code of practice, government
can ensure that councils move from an enforcement-first model towards one that
prioritises wellbeing, affordability, and early intervention. This would create a system
that is fairer, more proportionate, and ultimately more effective in helping both
residents and councils achieve sustainable outcomes.

Question 32: What are your suggestions on alternative or additional measures to
ensure council tax is paid?

The most effective change would be a shift from an enforcement-led system to one
based on a statutory duty of care. Such an approach emphasises personalised support,
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early intervention, and holistic assistance. Evidence shows that improving collection
rates depends on better practice, not harsher enforcement. Research by Policy in
Practice, for example, demonstrates that punitive measures have little effect on
collection rates, which are driven primarily by deprivation levels. Instead, their analysis
shows that more generous council tax support schemes are the most effective way to
improve affordability and sustain payment.”’

Below, we have highlighted several case studies that demonstrate fairer debt collection
policies, of the kind we imagine would complement a duty of care. These case studies
shows that a combination of improved communication with residents, better access to
advice and casework support, and greater use of repayment plans and write off can
help not just residents, but also councils to reduce arrears and ensure a more
sustainable financial situation long term.

London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham:”® In 2017, the London Borough of
Hammersmith and Fulham introduced an Ethical Debt Collection model that applied
FCA standards to public sector arrears. Additionally, officials ended the use of bailiffs
for council tax debt, and offered tailored repayment plans, benefit entitlement checks

and referrals to financial advice rather than defaulting to enforcement. Council tax
collection rates remain strong in Hammersmith and Fulham at 93.69%, comparable to
mean collection rates for all London boroughs. Since the pandemic, Hammersmith &
Fulham'’s collection rates have been growing while mean collection rates across the
capital have been decreasing.”® The council recently reaffirmed its commitment to the
ethical debt collection policy, stating its success as a key factor in this.

Newcastle and London Borough of Barking & Dagenham:®° Policy in Practice’s
Reimagine Debt pilot shows similar results. In Newcastle, a £7,000 investment in
casework generated a £168,000 return on investment. Similarly, Barking & Dagenham

saw a £315,000 return from a £9,545 investment. Both councils reported multiple
households clearing arrears entirely, while also addressing wider debts such as housing
arrears, DWP overpayments and doorstep lenders. Both examples demonstrate that
supportive approaches can be both more humane and more cost-effective for councils.

Gateshead:?® Gateshead, under its “Liberated Method” for public services, introduced a
new collection regime where council tax arrears were treated as a signal of ‘financial
vulnerability’ rather than an indication of unwillingness to pay. A specialist team was
established from members of the collections team, a DWP secondee and people with
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housing expertise. This team was given a caseload of people who otherwise would have
ended up with bailiff enforcement and, through a casework approach, had positive
outcomes for both the wellbeing of people in debt and council collection rates.

Southend-on-Sea:® MHCLG’s own best practice guidance highlights Southend-on-Sea
Council, that has introduced a dedicated hardship caseworker. This caseworker’s

efforts led to an improvement in the council tax collection rate through building
relationships with residents and working across several areas of the council to access
support on behalf of struggling households. This is one way of creating a team with a
holistic view of residents financial situation, ensuring they receive support appropriate
to their needs.

Salford:® Salford introduced a new “BetterOff” service in July 2018, which helps
residents to access benefits, work support and cost of living advice. Through this,
residents accessed £20.3m in “financial gains” for residents in 2020, up from £12mn
2019. In 2024, Salford’s welfare rights and debt advice service helped residents access
over £11.8m in benefits, a 30% increase from the previous year’s £9.5m. Though not
publicly available, the authors of this consultation response have heard from officials in
the Better Off team that the service has improved collection rate across Salford.

London Borough of Croydon:8* Croydon’s ‘Income and Debt Transformation project’ was
highlighted by the Money and Pensions Service guidance on better local government
debt collection. The scheme, which began in 2017, worked in partnership with local
support organisations and behavioural insights specialists to embed flexible repayment
practices. By 2017/18, the council had reached record debt collection rates for council
tax, with a 42% increase in digital payments and a 21% reduction in court summons due
to non-payment.

London Borough of Lambeth:® In 2015, Lambeth introduced a new policy for collecting

council tax arrears from council tax support claimants, bringing in extra debt advice
support and reminders. This decreased the number of bailiffs being sent to council tax
arrears claimants to zero over the course of three years and saw a similar decrease in
the number of liability order summons raised while collection rates increased.

Mendip: In 2013, Mendip (now part of Somerset) introduced a partnership of
organisations to ensure support for council tax collection. This included setting up
repayment plans for those in arrears with support of Citizens Advice and a credit union,
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and worked with the council’s housing unit to identify vulnerable clients. Bailiffs were
only used as a last resort. Over the 3 year period 2013-14 to 2015-16, the council tax
collection rate increased from 97.6% to 98.2%, there was 3000 fewer warning letters
issued, there was a 20% fall in summons and there was a 30% fall in liability orders
issued.®®

National research reinforces these findings. Research by the Behavioural Insights Team
found that the five following principles can lead to significantly improved collection
rates: making paying as easy as possible; making communications clear, simple and
attractive; reminding people at the right times; highlighting social norms; and
considering wider motivations .2 This evidence should be taken into account
alongside guidance from Money and Mental Health®8.8

A data-sharing pilot between councils and HMRC found that with better access to
nationally available data, councils were able to collect more council tax, while also
being better able to understand residents whose circumstances make them vulnerable
and provide appropriate support instead of defaulting to enforcement. %’

Taken together, these examples show that supportive, caseworker-led and data-
informed approaches can sustain or even increase collection rates while reducing harm
to households. It is important, however, to recognise that in the short term some
councils may see modest reductions in payments as households stabilise their
finances without fear of punitive action. These short-term outcomes should not be
viewed as failure but as part of a transition to a fairer, more sustainable system. Where
supportive approaches have faltered, such as in Bexley in 2015/16, analysis by CPAG
and Z2K found the cause was underfunded council tax support schemes, not the move
away from enforcement.®? Adequate support, combined with a duty of care approach, is
therefore essential to long-term stability in council tax collection.

Question 33: What are your views on the current methods available to councils to
collect council tax?

88 https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/76200/htm |
87

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11%2090%20Supporting%20councils%20t0%20
improve%20revenue%20collection%20with%20behavioural%20insights LGA_March%202018.pdf

8 See reference 7 for full reference

%0 https://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/data-protection-impact-assessment

91 https://www.blackpool.gov.uk/Your-Council/Transparency-and-open-data/DPIA-Blackpool-Council-
DWP-and-HMRC-Digital-Economy-Act-Data-Sharing-Pilot..aspx

92 https://tfl.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Still-Too-Poor-To-Pay. pdf
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No response

Question 34: How else do you think council tax could be efficiently and fairly
collected?

No response

Question 35: Do you have any views on anything else related to council tax
administration which has not been covered in this consultation and call for
evidence? If so, please provide them here (250-word limit).

A central issue absent from this consultation is the wider context of local government
funding. English local authorities have experienced a real-terms reduction in core
spending power of around 26% since 2010, despite rising demand for essential services
such as social care, housing, and homelessness support.®

Council tax itself also requires a fundamental review. It is widely understood to be
highlight regressive: research by IPPR in London found households in the lowest income
decile pay, on average, over 8% of their disposable income in council tax, compared
with less than 2% for those in the highest decile.® For many low-income households,
council tax bills are simply unaffordable, driving arrears and worsening financial
insecurity.

Before 2013, the national Council Tax Benefit scheme ensured that those unable to pay
were not held liable. Its abolition and replacement with localised council tax support
schemes have resulted in a postcode lottery of entitlements and a significant increase
in arrears.®® The government should either reintroduce a national scheme or, at a
minimum, strengthen local council tax support schemes to ensure adequate,
consistent support for low-income households.®

Question 36: Do you have any views on whether any of the proposed changes in the
consultation will have any disproportionate impacts on any particular groups with
protected characteristics compared to others?

The proposed changes to council tax administration must be considered in the context
of significant existing inequalities in council tax arrears, which disproportionately affect
certain groups with protected characteristics. Our research highlights that council tax
arrears intersect with age, gender, ethnicity, and housing status.

9 https://ifs.org.uk/publications/what-outlook-english-councils-funding

%4 https://trustforlondon.org.uk/research/poor-tax-council-tax-london-time-reform

5 https://ifs.org.uk/news/cuts-support-mean-13-million-more-low-income-households-get-council-tax-
bill-quarter-extra-tax

% https://policyinpractice.co.uk/webinar/modelling-council-tax-support-schemes/
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Young adults (aged 20-29) are twelve times more likely than those aged 70 or over to fall
behind on council tax. Women are 10% more likely than men to be in arrears. Black and
Black British households are nearly three times as likely as White households to be
behind, and renters are twelve times more likely to be in arrears than those owning their
homes outright.

These disparities have widened over time: fifteen years ago, young people were only five
times more likely to be in arrears than those over 70, men and women were equally
likely to fall behind, and renters were six times more likely to be in arrears.

Aggressive council tax enforcement exacerbates these inequalities and creates
additional costs for councils. Over half of people in arrears are at least two months
behind on rent or mortgage payments, and more than a quarter have skipped meals due
to lack of funds. Poor mental health is highly prevalent, with 43% of people in arrears
reporting a mental health condition compared to 21% in the general population.

Taken together, these data demonstrate that any changes to council tax administration
have the potential to disproportionately impact young people, women, renters, Black
and Black British households, and those with low incomes or poor mental health.

Reform to this regime is essential for combatting these existing inequalities.



